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The working class in the Ruhr was in the process of formation throughout 

this period, with considerable migration into the area from many parts of 

Germany and abroad. Mobility was also high within the Ruhr. The result 

was that the working class was unsettled and unhomogenous. Divisions
*

were preserved and strengthened by company housing and by the important 

role of denominational organisations within the social and community life 

of the district.

The experience of work provided a possible basis for working class unity. 

Mine work was hard, dangerous and often not particularly well paid. Dis­ 

content and conflict was expressed through absenteeism, job-changing and 

unplanned, spontaneous strikes. The issues were pay, hours and dignity 

at work. Solidarity, however, was limited so that strikes generally 

ended in defeat and disarray. The only significant concessions came not 

from the employers but from the Government.

The labour movement tried to create a stronger basis for class unity 

through the creation of strong organisations encompassing the mass of work­ 

ers. This in turn required the avoidance of contentious and divisive 

issues such as religion, and meant that precedence was given to organisa­ 

tion-building rather than to industrial militancy or political radicalism. 

This approach, which was typical of the labour movement in Germany, was thus 

in large measure a response to the problems of working class society in the 

Ruhr. The labour movement was unsuccessful, however, in its attempt to 

overcome working class divisions through the emphasis on organisation; only 

Government intervention in the years after 191U offered a way forward.
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Most writing on the labour movement in Germany has concentrated on 

ideological and narrowly political history, but has not attempted to study 

the history of working people themselves. In consequence, even political 

history has been seen as occurring in a vacuum. This study is concerned 

with the history of the "working class" itself, using the term not in the 

sense of E.P. Thompson but rather as a categorization of that section of 

the population who did manual labour for wages. The ultimate aim is to 

understand the history of the labour movement, but it is suggested that 

this cannot be done without detailed reference to the history of working 

people themselves. The workers studied are the coal miners of the eastern 

Ruhr, particularly around Bochum.

The starting place for the social history of Germany in the nineteenth 

century is the population explosion and the flight from the land abroad 

and to the cities. Population growth and population movement were the 

prerequisites for the fundamental social transformations of industriali­ 

zation and urbanisation. Nowhere was this more true than the Ruhr: 

industrial development was fed by large scale migration of workers into 

the area from all parts of Germany and from abroad throughout the cen­ 

tury. Movement also continued on a large scale within the area. The 

result was that "the working class" was composed in the main of newcomers 

to the area and to industry; was highly unsettled (hindering the 

development of "community"); and was in the very process of formation
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throughout this period. Workers had little in common, except the 

experience of work itself. They even spoke different languages and 

dialects.

Social divisions within the working class were preserved within the new 

industrial environment in the Ruhr by a number of factors, of which two 

of the most influential were housing and religion. The rapid growth 

of population put great strains on the housing supply, particularly 

since many private builders were reluctant to build speculatively for 

the working class market. A severe housing crisis in the 1880's was 

overcome, but the underlying situation remained bad: overcrowding and 

high rents were still very serious problems in the 1900 ! s. Overcrowd­ 

ing encouraged the spread of disease, and was thus dangerous as well as 

inconvenient; contemporaries, however, were often more concerned about 

the moral dangers of overcrowding, and particularly the boarding system 

by which single workers shared the homes of married colleagues. A 

growing number of employers tried to solve the housing problem, which 

affected them as well as workers since it prevented them from securing 

the workers they needed, by themselves building homes for their employees. 

The proportion of mine-workers living in company housing rose dramatically,

Company housing tied workers to their employer and reduced their contacts 

with other workers. Typically, company housing was arranged in 

physically separate "colonies", in which immigrants from particular places 

of origin were sometimes put together. In addition to housing (which was 

usually of good quality and cheap) they were sometimes provided with 

company stores, cheap food, gardens, medical cover and other benefits.
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All this was dependent on continued work for the employer concerned, 

so that the workers were effectively tied to him. Job-changing, which 

was generally endemic in the Ruhr, and which was an important means by 

which individual miners sought improved wages or conditions, was much 

lower amongst inhabitants of company housing.

The Ruhr was traditionally a place of mixed denominations, and this 

pattern continued with the large scale immigration of both Catholics 

and Protestants. Both Churches felt obliged to take positive steps to
*

maintain their appeal and relevance to workers. The Catholics were 

the first to appeal openly to the concerns of industrial workers, part­ 

ly because very few employers in the Ruhr were Catholics. Catholic 

workers 1 clubs were founded and flourished, usually under the dominance 

of the local priest. The Church insisted that their chief function 

was defence of the faith: thus despite their work on behalf of workers, 

they served to isolate Catholic miners from Protestants and from 

"atheistic" social democrats. Catholics were also active in miners 1 

trade unions, but again insisted on "Christian" principles which brought 

them into conflict with social democrats and contributed to the division 

of the trade union movement into "Christian" and "free" organisations.

The Protestants were much less willing to espouse miners 1 causes, but 

fear of the Catholics and social democrats compelled them too to foster 

Protestant workers. Protestant workers clubs were founded, designed to 

combat "ultramontanism" and "atheistic" social democracy. Trade union­ 

ism was frowned on until after 190f>, when "Christian" (but not social 

democratic) unionism was finally approved.
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The denominational organisations provided the framework for much of the 

social life of the district, and for the definition of a sense of 

"community". This was particularly true of the Poles (Catholic) and 

the Masurians (Protestant) whose sense of identity and (in the case of 

the Poles) of nationhood was inextricably bound up with their religious 

loyalties and organisations. Religion thus helped considerably to 

preserve and foster the divisions within the working class.

The factor which did offer the potential to unify the socially and
t

culturally disparate working class in the Ruhr and to provide a "class 

consciousness" (as against company, denominational or ethnic conscious­ 

ness) amongst workers was the common experience of work itself. Most 

miners went through approximately the same career structure, so that 

divisions of earnings and status normally reflected different ages and 

different stages in the career cycle, rather than more fundamental and 

permanent divisions into "skilled", "unskilled" etc. Miners worked in 

teams, depending on obher members both for their safety and for adequate 

wages.

There were many reasons for discontent. Relations between miners and 

overmen were generally bad: the latter were thought to use their power 

(e.g. to discount inadequately filled trucks) arbitrarily. Mine work 

was physically hard and dangerous: explosions were the most dramatic 

danger, but falls and other accidents were also very common and the 

Ruhr was a particularly dangerous mining district within Germany and 

Europe. More serious than accidents, however, was the risk of 

industrial disease. Unemployment was not a widespread problem after



the slump of the 18?0's, but the hours of work provided inexhaustible 

grounds for conflict. The growing size and depth of the mines meant 

that the traditional 8-hour day became longer and longer in practice, 

since it took longer to get to and from the actual coal face. In 

addition, the onset of booms led to considerable pressure on the miners 

to work more shifts and to work overtime on top of them.

The average wages paid to miners in "the Ruhr were higher than those 

paid in other parts of Germany. Nevertheless, for many they were still 

dangerously low. The average figures concealed considerable variations, 

and an individual miner's wage could fluctuate from one month to the next 

depending on the nature of the coal seam. Rising wages during booms 

were often in large part the result of longer hours rather than higher 

rates. The actual standard of living of a miner and his family 

depended very largely on the size of his family: one man's wages were 

generally not sufficient to support a wife and several children. And 

rising prices eliminated much of the benefit from the long-term upward 

trend in wages.

The experience of work in the mines thus provided a number of grounds 

for discontent and conflict between miners and employers. This was 

expressed in a number of forms. One was simply taking time off. This 

was particularly common after week-ends and pay days, and was more wide­ 

spread during booms than recessions. Nevertheless, miners risked heavy 

fines as well as lost wages by staying away from work without permission, 

and achieved at best some temporary relief from the rigours of pit work. 

Another very important expression of conflict was to seek work elsewhere: 

this common practice was in part the result of the sustained demand for
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labour in the Ruhr and in part the result of the wage system which 

(because of the constantly changing character of the coal seams) relied 

on monthly re-negotiations between miners and overmen about the pay of 

each team. During these negotiations miners would threaten to leave 

and find better paid work elsewhere if the offer was not improved.

Absenteeism and job-changing were important expressions of conflict 

between workers and employers. They were, however, generally individual 

acts and did not require or imply much unity or cohesion amongst the
>

miners. Strikes, in contrast, were by their nature collective acts and 

offered no prospect of success unless a high degree of collective - 

class - consciousness and solidarity could be achieved. Strikes were 

fairly common in the Ruhr pits, occurring like absenteeism and job- 

changing mainly during economic booms. Almost all were unplanned and 

spontaneous, frequently taking place against the wishes of miners 1 

official leaders. The issues were virtually always closely related to 

the experience of work: higher wages, shorter hours and greater dignity 

and involvement for the miner at work were the issues raised, in one 

form or another, in most strikes. They reflected the combination of 

growing pressure at work, disappointed hopes and reduced fear of 

unemployment as economic conditions improved. One particular factor 

which led to many strikes was the fact that the wages of younger mine- 

workers, paid by the shift rather than on piece-rates, tended to lag 

behind those of the hewers, leading to particular frustrations amongst 

these youngsters - who in any case had less to lose through a strike 

than some of their older colleagues.
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On only two occasions did miners 1 strikes gain the support of an over­ 

whelming majority of mine-workers in the Ruhr. Other strikes generally 

remained limited to a single mine or group of mines, and sometimes to a 

particular group of miners within them. Even in 1889 the peak of 

solidarity lasted only a matter of days, and in 1905 it was increasingly 

recognized that it could not be sustained for the months which might be 

necessary to decisively defeat the employers. The strike willingness 

and the solidarity shown on these two occasions by the Ruhr miners was 

considerable, but remained insufficient to actually win real victories.
*

On other occasions strikes ended in complete defeat and disarray. "What 

concessions there were (and they were limited) usually came not from the 

employers but from the Government. From the employers came sackings and 

reprisals.

"Class conflict" was therefore endemic in the Ruhr, and took a number of 

forms, of which strikes were particularly significant because of their 

collective character. But "class consciousness" was insufficient to turn 

these spontaneous and unplanned stoppages into actual victories over the 

employers. The challenge to the organised labour movement, therefore, 

was to provide some basis for common action which could offer a greater 

chance of success. It is against this background that the emphasis 

shown by both trade unions and the SPD on the merits of organisation must 

be seen. They hoped that by creating a disciplined organisation, 

encompassing all or at least the great majority of workers, a solidarity 

could be created which would be strong enough to take on the employers on 

more equal terms. This required, on the part of the trade union, the 

eschewing of political and religious issues, which would immediately
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ensure that large numbers of miners would stay away. In the SPD too, 

there was little call for radical policies which were considered likely 

only to alienate potential sympathisers. The heavy emphasis on steady 

organisational work and the precedence which this took over industrial 

militancy or political radicalism within the labour movement was thus 

in large measure an attempt to tackle the social and industrial 

problems of the area.

The attempt was not, however, successful. The denominational divisions
*

within the working class persisted and rendered all attempts to submerge 

sectarianism within a common working class organisation nugatory. The 

Catholics (and some Protestants) insisted on their own miners 1 union, 

rivalling the "free" union; the decision of the Poles to form their own 

union, and the continued existence of the Hirsch-Duncker union meant 

that there was a four-way division. Even so, perhaps even more 

weakening was the fact that most mineworkers remained outside the unions 

entirely. Similarly on the political plane the Centre and National 

Liberal parties were able (with support from denominational clubs) to 

maintain a successful appeal to large numbers of Catholic and Protestant 

workers respectively, thus undermining the SPD«s claims to be the 

specific party of the workers. The twin defeats of 1912, when a miners 1 

strike collapsed within days and the SPD lost two Reichstag seats in the 

Ruhr, demonstrated clearly the continued weakness of the organised 

labour movement in the Ruhr. Only the substantial intervention of the 

Government during the war and revolution provided a way forward for the 

labour movement from its impasse, but made it in the process dangerously 

dependent on political developments at the centre.



Writers have generally stressed those features of working class 

society in the Ruhr -which promoted class unity and solidarity, 

particularly amongst the miners. Here, however, it has been suggested 

that the working class in the Ruhr was an unsettled and unhomogenous 

entity, characterized by deep divisions and rarely showing effective 

solidarity. If this was true of miners, where the conditions for 

common feeling and the development of solidarity were in many respects 

particularly favourable, it may well also have been true of other 

workers in Germany. And if these divisions largely explain the 

importance of organisational work to the labour movement in the Ruhr, 

similar factors may lie behind the similar emphasis within the labour 

movement in Germany generally.
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INTRODUCTION

This study is concerned with the history of one section of the German 

working class at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the 

twentieth centuries. Yet in origins and in conception it probably owes 

as much or more to recent work on the working class in Britain as to 

work on Germany itself. It is therefore appropriate to begin with some 

brief comments on recent British historiography in this field.

The single most influential recent study of British social and labour

history is without doubt E.P. Thompson's The Making of the English

2 Working Class. Here we will be concerned with two particular aspects

of British historiography which appear in and have been furthered by 

Thompson's monumental study.

The first is the recognition of the importance of what has been called 

"history from below". Thompson and other recent historians of British 

labour have successfully shifted attention away from the more traditional 

concern with the history of trade unions, political parties and labour 

organisations, towards a prime concern with working people themselves 

and their experiences at work, at home, in society and in politics.

1 . For discussion of the influence of British social history on
historians of nineteenth and early twentieth century Germany, see 
R.J. Evans "Wilhelm II and the Historians" in R.J. Evans (ed) Society 
and Politics in Wilhelmne Germany (London, 1978); V.R. Berghahn 
"looking towards England" in The Times Literary Supplement 5.11.1976.

2. E.P. Thompson The Making of the English Working Class (paperback 
edition, * London, 1968).

3. Evans "Wilhelm II and the Historians".
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This in turn has led not only to a considerable enrichment of our 

knowledge of the history of British society, but has meant some 

re-thinking of basic notions: class conflict has been increasingly 

recognised to encompass such relatively inconspicuous but nonetheless 

important and endemic forms such as absenteeism, go-slows, job-changing 

etc., as well as the more obvious and dramatic forms such as large 

strikes, riots, and the building of organisations. It is recognised to 

have occurred in a range of settings, ̂ including small workshops and the 

countryside as well as in advanced factories. The crucial "turning 

points" have been increasingly defined in economic terms, rather than 

institutional. And there has been growing awareness of the importance 

of regional, local and sectional differences within the broad national 

trends. Despite Eric Hobsbawm's comment that "the history of the 

working class in industrial Britain has only just begun to be written", 

the recent literature is now substantial and growing rapidly. It is 

now generally recognized in the British context that labour history must 

concern itself not merely with the history of labour leaders and organisa­ 

tions: it must attempt to recover and explain the history of ordinary 

working class people themselves.

One aim of this study is to apply this perception to the German working

1. E. J. Hobsbawm "Foreword" in J. Foster Glass Struggle and the Industrial 
Revolution (London, 197U). Further examples of the literature include 
E.J. Hobsbawm Labouring Hen (paperback edition, London, 1968); 
G. Stedman Jones Outcast London (paperback edition, London, 1976) y 
M.W. Flinn and T.C. Smout (ed) Essays in Social History (Oxford, 197U) ; 
R. Samuel (ed) Village Life and Village labour (London, 1975); 
R. Samuel (ed) Miners, Quarrymen and Saltworkers (London, 1977).
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class and the German labour movement. The history of the German 

working class in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, even 

more than that of the British, has "only just begun to be written". 

Detailed studies are still rare. Most recent writing has concentrated 

on narrowly "political" events, particularly the history of the ideology

and organisation of the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische
o 

Partei Deutschlands - SPD). Relatively little attention has been

given to the mass of workers and their specific situations at work and 

in their communities: the focus has generally remained firmly on 

activities at the centre of the political stage. Perhaps most surprising

is the extent to which this is true even of regional and local studies of

3the labour movement. The result has been that the political events

tend to appear as occurring almost in a vacuum. Ideological and 

organisational factors appear to dominate the history of the German labour 

movement. The workers themselves in whose name ideologists, propagan­ 

dists, organisers and leaders of all political shades claimed to speak and 

act and on whom they ultimately depended for their support, hardly appear.

1. The most systematic investigation is the series of volumes of
J. Kuczynski Die Geschichte der Lage der Arbeiter unter dem Kapitalismu. 
(Berlin-Ost). Notable recent contributions to the literature include 
E. Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus: Zwei Formen von Radlkalismus in der 
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung (Frankfurt a.M», 1976); K. Tenfelde 
Sozialgeschichte der Bergarbeiterschaft an der Ruhr im 19.Jahrhundert 
(Bonn-Bad Godesberg, 1977).

2. The literature on this is enormous. Perhaps the main studies are 
C.E. Schorske German Social Democracy, 1905-191? (Harvard,1955); 
G.A. Hitter Die Arbeiterbewegung im Wilhelminischen Reich (Berlin, 1959) 
D. Groh negative Integration und Revolutionarer Attentismus (Frankfurt 
a.K., 197U);J.P. Nettl "The German Social Democratic Party 1890-191U 
as a Political l-'odel in Past and Present No. 35, (1965).

3. Instances would include K.E. Koring Die sozialdenokratische Partei in 
Bremen (Hannover, 1968); R. Liitzenkirchen Der Sozialdemokratische 
Verein fiir den Reichstagswahlkreis Dortmund-HBrde (Dortmund,197Q); 
J. Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegung an Rhein und Ruhr (Wuppertal, 197U).



Yet all ultimately depended on them, and without an understanding of the 

social, economic and industrial realities experienced by and in part 

created by the working class it is impossible to adequately understand 

why the history of the labour movement took the form that it did.

This study therefore represents an attempt to write "history from below". 

The ultimate focus remains the history of the labour movement - or, 

perhaps more accurately, labour movements. But the bulk of the study 

is devoted to the examination of the social, cultural and industrial 

factors which shaped the character and experience of the working class, 

These factors imposed the main parameters within which the labour move­ 

ment could exist, and the main problems which it faced. It is they 

which ultimately explain why its history took the form it did.

A second notable way in which Thompson's writing on the English working 

class has influenced subsequent historians has been through his use of 

the very term "class". Thompson suggests that class should not be seen 

primarily as a sociological and ultimately static instrument of categoriza­ 

tion, but rather as process;

class I understand a historical phenomenon, unifying a number of 
disparate and seemingly unconnected events, both in the raw material 
of experience and in consciousness. I emphasize that it is a 
historical phenomenon. I do not see class as a 'structure', nor 
even as a 'category 1 , but as something which in fact happens (and 
can be shown to have happened) in human relationships . . .   And 
class happens when some men, as a result of coranon experiences 
(inherited or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their 
interests as between themselves, and as against other men whose 
interests are different from (and usually opposed to) theirs".

1. Thompson Making of the Biglish Working Class pp.9-10. Thompson has 
recently reaffirmed his use of the term in "Eighteenth-century English 
society: class struggle without class?" in Social History (Vol. 3, 
number 2, May 1978) pp.. 11*7-1



A "working class", according to this perception, can be said to exist not 

when the number of people doing some form of manual wage labour (however 

defined) reaches a certain level, but when class conflict and class 

consciousness appear. Thus Hobsbawm suggests:

"For the purposes of the historian .... class and the problem of 
class consciousness are inseparable. Class in the full sense only 
comes into existence when classes begin to acquire consciousness of 
themselves as such". 1

Foster, in his study of Oldham, also sees "class" primarily in terms of 

class conflict and class consciousness:

"And looking at Oldham itself there does seem to exist .... the 
necessary conditions for class formation: a vanguard group leading 
mass struggle and able to use that position to argue for a wider 
struggle against the system itself". 2

This emphasis on conflict itself as a crystallizing element in the 

development of class self-awareness has proved a useful stimulus to 

historians concerned to recover previously forgotten or ignored 

instances of protest at and opposition to various aspects of industrializ­ 

ing society. It has helped to establish the persistent existence of 

class conflict - expressed in many different forms - even at times and in 

places where its presence had not previously been noted. Nevertheless, 

the approach does have serious drawbacks. Is it sufficient to use the 

existence of class conflict and class consciousness as the yardsticks for

1. E.J. Hobsbawm "Class consciousness in history" in I. lleszaros (ed) 
Aspects of History and Class Consciousness (London,1971) p.6

2. Foster Class Struggle p.123. In his foreword to the same book, 
Hobsbawm comments that "the existence of the working class is 
inseparable from its struggles". See also A. Howkins "Edwardian 
Liberalism and Industrial Unrest" in History Workshop Journal (Vol.U, 
Autumn 1977) p.1$0.
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the existence of class itself? In the case of Thompson this results 

in the paradoxical position that the working class was "made" in its 

(for him) most significant respects by the 1830 ! S - i.e. at a time when 

industrialization was still in its infancy in England. Similarly, it 

leads Foster to focus on radical and class-conscious Oldhara and to 

attribute to it a significance denied to the two towns with which he 

compares at, South Shields and Northampton, which although less radical 

were also populated predominantly by workers.

The recovery of the history of working class radicalism and class con­ 

flict (however defined and expressed) is an important historical task. 

There is, however, a separate and at least equally important historical 

problem: what was the response of working people generally to the 

industrial revolution and to its many consequences? This involves using 

terms such as "working people" or "working class" not in terms of their 

ideology or self-consciousness, nor even necessarily in terms of their 

conflicts with other sections of society, but as in some sense a socio- 

economic section of the population. It involves focusing on those 

workers who did not show much sign of protest or militancy as well as those 

who did; and on those periods when class conflict was relatively dormant 

as well as on the times when it was strong. It involves stressing, for 

example, that South Shields and Northampton were just as much "working 

class" touns as Oldham, and that the responses of their inhabitants to

1 . This alternative use of the term "class" is described by
E. Hobsbawm as standing for "those broad aggregates of people which 
can be classified together by an objective criterion - because they 
stand in a similar relationship to the means of production - and 
more especially the groupings of exploiters and exploited." 
Hobsbawm "Class consciousness and history" p.5; see also 
E.J. Hobsbawm "From social history to the history of society" in 
Flinn and Smout (ed) Essays in Social History p. 15.
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the experience of economic and social change were just as significant 

of working class attitudes as those of the Oldham radicals. Indeed, 

one might suspect that there were several Shields for every Oldham; 

and that while the Oldhams may, as Foster suggests, have been of 

particular importance in frightening the bourgeoisie, it was in part at 

least their very isolation and a-typicality which ultimately allowed 

the comprehensive defeat of working class radicalism.

A weakness of the approach to class used by Thompson and others is thus 

that it tends to focus attention on instances of class conflict, and 

insufficiently on those elements within as well as outside the working 

class which modified either its incidence or its implications in terms 

of ultimate social change. To assess the historical importance of the 

radical tradition it is necessary to place it within the wider context 

of working class life and experience in all its diversity. The same 

need is just as pressing in the case of Germany. Here too historians 

have tended to concern themselves with the radical stream within the 

labour movement, to the exclusion of other aspects of working class 

history. Tfliile many books have been written on, for instance, the SPD, 

the Catholic working class movement and the many workers who remained 

loyal to explicitly conservative political parties have received little 

attention. Even within the history of the socialist labour movement 

the generally less radical trade unions, despite their numerical 

preponderance and their pre-eminent importance in the context of the 

work place, have received only a fraction of the attention devoted the 

SPD. And within the history of the SPD itself, historians have commonly 

shown far greater interest in the personalities and policies of the left 

than of the party f s mainstream: we know far more, for instance, about
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the arguably marginal Rosa Luxemburg than about such pre-eminent 

figures as August Bebel and Friedrich Ebert.

By the early twentieth century the characteristic political expression 

of both the British and the German working class was one form or another 

of "reformism" (although the SPD maintained its revolutionary rhetoric), 

marked by the primacy of well organized, non-revolutionary trade unions 

and a relatively cautious Parliamentary party. Industrial militancy 

remained common, but was only rarely accompanied by a very marked or 

strong political radicalism. A central aim of this study will be to 

explore the social and industrial factors behind this "reformist" 

tradition in Germany. Too frequently it has been presented simoly as 

the product of relatively superficial factors - the self-seeking 

ambitions of leaders and/or of bureaucracy; the vagaries of the party's 

constitution; the unexplained and anparently arbitrary interference of

trade union leaders; or the influence of an undefined "labour aristo-

2 cracy". It will be suggested that the reformist tradition in at least

one area emerged largely out of bitter experience of the realities of 

social life and industrial conflict, and was an atta^ipt - although only 

partially successful in practice - to face and overcome these problems.

1. Rosa Luxemburg is chiefly known through the biographies of Nettl and 
Pr6 lich: J.P. Nettl Rosa Luxemburg (Oxford, 1966); P. Fro1 lich 
Rosa Luxemburg (London, 19hO).No comparable biographies of Bebel 
or Ubert are available.

2. These issues are discussed in virtually all the studies of the German 
labour movement cited. See also G. Ftilberth "Zur Genese des 
Revisionismus in der deutschen Sozialdemokratie vor 191U" in Das 
Argument (Marz 1971); D. Fricke Zur Organisation und Tatigkeit der 
deutschen Arbeiterbewegung 1890-191 h (Leipzig, 1962) pp. 7-15; 
particularly influential has been R. Michels Political Parties (New 
York, 19^9 edition).



- 9 -

The strength of the reformist tradition -within the German labour movement 

should not be taken as implying that conflict between workers and 

employers was not a characteristic of industrial life during the period 

under review. Conflict was perennial and expressed itself in various 

ways, including job-changing, absenteeism, and strikes. But this 

running conflict was relatively rarely transformed into fundamental 

political critique of capitalist society, and those who sought to make 

such connections found only minority support amongst the workers. There 

was thus a tension between strong and persistent "class conflict" and 

relatively limited and weak political consciousness and mobilization 

along class lines - "class consciousness". It was out of this and 

similarly ambiguous features of the industrial and social experience of 

the working class - for example, about the role of the state - that the 

ambiguities of the labour movement grew.

The present study of necessity focuses on one particular section of the 

German working class. The selection is both by area (the Ruhr, and 

particularly the area around Bochum) and by occupation (coal miners). 

These limits are imposed mainly for practical reasons of time and space, 

but also because some other aspects are well covered elsewhere and 

because the prime need now is for relatively intensive and detailed 

studies of particular groups: until this has been done in a number of 

instances it will not be possible to construct satisfactory general 

accounts of the working class in Germany.

1. Metal workers in Bochum are discussed perceptively in D. Crew
Industry and Comnmnity: the social history of a German town, 1860- 
1'91 h (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Cornell, 1975) chapter V. A study 
which suffers from attempting too much (the history of the working 
class in three European countries) on an inadequate base of 
detailed knowledge is P.N. Stearns lives of Labour (Tendon,1975) 
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The area studied is mainly Bochum and the surrounding Reichstagswahlkreis 

(which included GelsenkLrchen, Herne, Tfttten and Hattingen), but informa­ 

tion from elsewhere in the Ruhr will be drawn on as and when possible and 

appropriate. Bochum has a number of particular claims to attention: 

it was not dominated by just one giant company, as was Essen; it com­ 

bined both long-established and new enterprises, unlike Hamborn; it had 

a balanced denominational structure, unlike either the predominantly 

Catholic western Ruhr or the predominantly Protestant Dortmund and the 

east. Politically, Bochum was fairly equally divided between National 

Liberalism, political Catholicism (including Polish nationalism) and 

Social Democracy - the latter dominated by the mainstream reformist 

tradition.

Miners are commonly regarded as a particularly united and cohesive group 

in society. Hobsbawm, for instance, observes that: "The habit of 

solidarity, which is the foundation of effective trade unionism, takes 

time to learn - even where, as in coal-mines, it suggests itself naturally", 

One recent study of Bochum and the Ruhr contrasts the "occupational

community" which is said to have characterized the miners, with the general

2 
lack of social and occupational cohesiveness amongst metal workers.

Similarly Tenfelde, in the most recent and most substantial study of 

miners in the Ruhr, sees "class formation" as the main characteristic of 

the nineteenth century period:

1. Hobsbawm Labouring Hen p.9

2. Crew Industry and Comrounity chapter V; D. Crew "Soziale Schichtung 
und Kobilitat in Deutschland im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert" in Geschichte 
und Qesellschaft (Heft 1, 1975) pp. 99-120.
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"The rebuilding of social organisation on the basis of a capitalist 
economy brought a fundamentally new proportionality of social groups 
and institutions .... In contrast to the /"former/ unity and balance 
of the old corpus of estates in mining, to /"the miners'_/ joint 
identity as workers and subjects and to their attachment to the 
spiritually legitimized ruling powers, the new proportions of the 
industrial society destroyed the hierarchical communications 
structure in favour of mobility and freedom of movement; and 
introduced in place of the structured world of estates (Stande) the 
division of the mining conrnunity and the process of antagonistic 
social differentiation. For the workers in particular this 
development included numerous unifying tendencies, which formed the 
precondition for the experience of a common fate and the translation 
of common interest into active struggle and into representational 
bodies". 1

The most important of these "unifying tendencies", suggests Tenfelde, was

the "general experience of industrial and social dominance and repression",

2 while others included relative material deprivation and a loss of status.

A fundamental question to which this study will address itself, is just 

how strong were these unifying factors? How much solidarity was 

actually shown by the miners? There is no doubt that Crew is correct 

to argue that miners showed appreciably greater social cohesion and 

solidarity than metal workers in the Ruhr: but this does not necessarily 

mean that they showed much. Similarly, it will be suggested that 

Tenfelde stresses the unifying aspects of the miners' experience at the 

expense of the deep and continuing divisive elements. The point is not 

merely to shift the emphasis so as to create a more rounded picture of 

the miners 1 society and experience: it will be suggested that the con­ 

tinuance of strong divisions within the working class was the decisive 

factor in shaping the direction of the labour movement; that the heavy

1. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp. 338-339.

2. ibid, p. 339.
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stress on organisational growth and on the need for a cautious approach 

to industrial conflict, which was characteristic of the miners 1 leaders 

and representatives, was largely the product of the lack of unity and 

effective solidarity shown by the miners throughout this period. If 

this was true even of miners, amongst whom the conditions for unity and 

solidarity were in many respects particularly favourable, it seems 

reasonable to suggest that similar factors may also have been influential 

among other sections of the German working class.

Four main groups of sources were used for this study: a number of very 

informative contemporary accounts of miners 1 life and history; local 

and regional Government archives, containing a wealth of reports, press 

cuttings etc.; certain private archives - of the Dortmund Handelskammer 

(containing those of the former Bochum Handelskammer), of Krupp in 

Bochum (containing those of the former Bochumer Verein fiir 

Gussstahlfabrikation), of the Bergbau Ifoseum, and of IG Bergbau und 

Energie; and finally a range of press sources.

1. Among the most notable of these contemporary accounts are L. Pieper 
Die Lage der Eergarbeiter im Ruhrgebiet (Stuttgart and Berlin,1903); 
L. Fischer-Eckert Die wirtschaftliche und soziale Lage der Frauen in 
dem nodernen Industrieort Hanborn im Rheinland (Hagen, 1913);0. Hue 
Die Bergarbeiter (2 vols. Stuttgart, 1910 and 1913); H. Imbusch 
Arbeitsverhaitnis und Arbeiterorganisation im deutschen Eergbau 
(Essen, 1908).
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CHAPTER 1 : THE CREATION OF THE WRKING CLASS IN THE RUHR

The starting point for any analysis of the social transformation of 

Germany in the nineteenth century must be the growth of the population. 

The growing size of the population was the indispensible precondition 

for the economic and social developments which transformed much of 

Germany in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and dictated 

many of the characteristics of the changes and problems which arose. 

In 1820 the lands which later comprised the 18?1 German Empire had 

some 25 million inhabitants. By the mid-century the figure stood at 

3h million and in 18?1 nearly U1 million. By 1890 the population had 

reached almost 50 million, and by 1910 almost 65 million. This increase 

- 160 per cent in ninety years - was proportionately slightly less than 

that of Great Britain over the same period (190 per cent), but far 

higher than that of Italy (83 per cent) or France (30 per cent).

Such a growth in the number of people living in the same area naturally 

created severe problems for agriculture, their chief means of support. 

The problem took two forms. The most immediate was the simple one of 

producing sufficient food for the larger numbers. This did not prove 

too difficult, at least in the long run. The output of grain crops in 

Germany grew from 123 million quintals per year on average in 18U5-5U to 

Ii58 million in 1905-1U; the total value of agricultural output,

expressed in constant (1913) prices, rose from about h.2 billion marks

2 to 11.2 billion over the same period. In addition there was the

1. Figures from B.R. I-Iitchell The Fontana Economic History of Europe: 
Statistical Appendix 1700-191h (London.1971) P.1U

2. ibid, pp.19, 33.



possibility of importing food from more efficient or larger scale 

producers such as America and Russia, providing, of course, that 

sufficient foreign currency could be earned in other ways to pay for it. 

The second aspect of the problem - accentuated by the increased 

productivity itself - was that agriculture was no longer able to provide 

virtually the whole population with a livelihood.

The failure of agriculture to provide the growing population with 

sufficient employment was clearly felt first in south-western Germany, 

in Baden, "flirttemberg and the Palatinate. Here partible inheritance 

played an important part in reducing peasants' holdings to very small 

sizes, with the result that as the population grew increasing numbers 

farmed dangerously near the subsistence level. At times of bad harvest, 

as in the disastrous years of 1816 and 1817, there was serious and wide­ 

spread distress. large numbers of peasants were forced to leave the 

land arid seek their fortunes elsewhere. In the lippe-Detmold area it 

has been estimated that the number of individual farmers increased from

5,700 to 7,600 in the period 178H to 181*8, while the number of landless
o 

lodgers rose from 3,5>00 to 8,000. Clearly a growing number of these

people were becoming economically marginal and were very vulnerable to 

any agricultural crisis.

For many the situation was worsened by the terms of the emancipation

1. I. Ferenczi "International Migration Statistics" in W.F. Willcox (ed) 
International Migrations (New York,1929) I p. 116; P. Marschalok 
Deutsche Uberseewanderung im 19.Jahrhundert (Stuttgart,1973) p.61.

2. W. Conze "Vom Pttbel zum Proletariat" in H.U. Wehler (ed) Moderne 
deutsche Sozialgeschichte (K81n,1970) p.116.



of the peasantry which took place in parts of Germany in the early 

nineteenth century. Fiscal taxes or compensation frequently had to be 

paid. In areas where partible inheritance was not the rule money had 

to be raised to provide an inheritance for younger sons. This meant 

borrowing and the piling up of debts, and encouraged peasants to sell 

out.

In Mecklenburg and Prussia east of the Elbe the rural scene was 

dominated not by small peasant farmers but by large estates. Here the 

problem of overpopulation manifested itself differently. In Mecklenburg 

the obligation on the local community to provide for the poor relief of 

its inhabitants, combined with the political control which the big 

estate-owners exercised over their localities, meant that it was made 

extremely difficult for young men to settle and raise a family. 

Marriage was dependent on the production of certificate of domicile, and 

this could only be provided by the lord. He in turn did his best to keep 

down his possible future costs in poor relief by ensuring that only those 

with a clear right to live there or who were absolutely essential for the 

estate received such a certificate. The pressure was therefore on for 

"surplus" people to leave the area. In eastern Prussia peasant 

emancipation was accompanied by an expansion of agricultural production 

which ensured continued employment for the first decades of the century. 

It was only in the I860 f s that the capacity of agriculture to absorb 

labour in this area reached an end. In 1868 the Ministry of Commerce 

was actively seeking job opportunities to relieve distress. The I8?0's

saw the appearance of cheap foreign grain in bulk, and precipitated

2rationalization and a large-scale exodus from the land.

1 . Marschalck Deutsche Bberseewanderung p.6Lj.

ibid, pp.6$-6: Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.239



- 16 -

Agriculture was not the only traditional livelihood which suffered in 

the nineteenth century. Traditional cottage industries like spinning 

and weaving were hit by the appearance of competition from mechanized 

sources, at first from England but later from within Germany itself. 

Cottage industry was of importance to many agricultural workers and 

small-holders who used it to supplement their family's income. The 

collapse of one source of income could force them to leave the land 

entirely. Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether industry had ever 

provided a major source of support for more than a small proportion of 

the population, and its difficulties were not therefore as significant 

as those of agriculture.

The nineteenth century thus saw a very considerable expansion of the 

population in Germany, and a failure of the traditional means of 

support - primarily agriculture - to provide employment for them. As 

a result millions of people left the land and their homes and moved in 

search of work. Many left Germany entirely. In 181? the Austrian 

ambassador in Karlsruhe reported:

"The Grand-Ducal Ministry has hitherto done everything possible to 
encourage emigration from this country. This would seem to be due 
to over-population and it may be hoped that the removal of so many 
families will lead to better conditions .... The Grand-Ducal 
authorities soon had their hands full with satisfying the desire to 
emigrate". 2

1. Ferenczi "International Migration Statistics" p.11?

2. ibid, p.
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In 1818 an official in Arnsberg reported:

"In Hesse-Darmstadt the same wandering spirit is said to have 
erupted. It is true that invitations from earlier emigrants have 
arrived in these parts with fair promises of better conditions in 
America; the local authorities, however, see'the main cause of 
emigration not in these attractions but in poverty and the recent 
severe difficulties in gaining a livelihood". 1

There was substantial emigration from Germany throughout the century. 

After rising sharply after the end of ̂ the Napoleonic Wars the rate 

declined in the 1820's, but then rose again. Bad harvests and 

depression led to large-scale emigration in the 1830's, 'hO's and '50's. 

Agricultural depression likewise precipitated the peak emigration of 

the years 1880-95. After this it fell, and there may have been some 

net immigration into Germany in the remaining years before 191iu Over

the period 18hO to 1910 it has been estimated that Germany lost about

2 five million emigrants, net of immigrants. The loss caused particular

concern since the emigrants came from the rural population who were 

often thought to represent the strength and core of the nation. 

Bismarck denounced the emigrant, "who discards his country like an old 

coat; for me /~he__7 is no longer a German".

Not all migrants, however, went abroad. Even larger numbers moved 

to new homes within Germany, to industry and the towns. The latter 

expanded enormously. In 1850 only four urban areas - Berlin, Hamburg,

1. STAM Oberprasidium 350 Bd.I, cited in W. Kttllmann "Germany in the 
Age of Industrialization", in H. Holler (ed) Population Movements 
in Modern European History (New York, 1961;), p. 101.

2. F. Burgdttrfer "Migration across the frontiers of Germany" in VJillcox 
(ed) International Migrations II p.316; Marschalck Deutsche ' 
ITberseewanderung pp.33-37 

3. H.U. Wehler Bismarck und der Imperialisms (K6ln) 1969) p.l£7-
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Breslau and Dresden - had over 100,000 inhabitants; in 1871 there were 

eight such centres, and by 1910 the number had risen to i±8. Not all 

the migrants succeeded in finding jobs, particularly in the 1870 ! S and 

1880*3 when the depression was at its height, but industry was eventually 

able to absorb most of them and from the 1890 ! s Germany ceased to be a 

net provider of emigrants: "Through the rise of manufactures....it was

possible to retain in the country those surplus workers from the rural

2districts who had furnished most of the emigrants". This contrasted

with what was happening in some other parts of Europe: "In contrast to 

Ireland....a demographic catastrophe (in Germany) was avoided by 

industrialization".

Migration was thus precipitated largely by economic necessity. Unable 

to make a living in agriculture, people turned to industry and the towns 

in search of better opportunities. In 18?1 23.7 per cent of the 

population lived in towns of 5*000 or more; by 1910 U8.8 per cent did 

so, despite the massive increase in the total size of the population in 

the meantime. Broadly speaking, industry was faced not by a shortage 

of labour but by large numbers of people looking for employment. Basing 

himself on the emigration figures, labour exchange statistics and literary

1. ¥, Kflllmann "Industrial!sierung, Binnenwanderung und 'Soziale Frage 1 " 
in Viertel.i'ahrschuft fiir sozial- und VJirtschaftsgeschichte (1959).

2. Burgdttrfer "Migration" p.3hh.

3. Kttllmann "Germany in the Age of Industrialization" p. 102. See also 
Conze "Vom Pfibel zum Proletariat"; W. Kttllmann "Bevttlkerung und 
Arbeitskraftepotential in Deutschland 1815-1865" in ¥. KOllmann 
Bevolkerung in der indnstriellen Revolution (Gttttingen, 197U) pp.61-90.

h. W. Kflllmann "Urbanization in Germany at the height of the industrializa­ 
tion period" in Journal of Contemporary History (July 1969).
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sources, Desai concludes that, "We have evidence that throughout the 

period we are considering /f8yi -191 3 V, labour for industry was 

abundant in Germany .... "While particular industries (for instance, 

sugar and brick-making) suffered shortages of labour and particular 

skills were often scarce, this was due to local circumstances and not 

to a general labour shortage".

This vast upheaval must be the starting point for any analysis of the 

social history of nineteenth century Germany. Inevitably the conditions 

under which industrialization took place deeply effected the character 

of its development. To simplify broadly, we would not expect the 

material standards offered to a new labour force to be particularly high 

when the underlying labour market was characterised by a significant and 

continuing labour surplus and at a time when industrialists were seeking 

to establish themselves for the first time in the face of strong external 

competition. Indeed the availability of cheap labour was probably a 

prerequisite for industrial investment in the early stages of industrializa­ 

tion, when risks were considerable and profits far from assured. On the 

other hand, with a tight labour market and substantial existing investment 

in industry we would expect wages and other incentives for labour to rise. 

Germany was characterised more by the first than the second condition for 

most of the century, although towards the end the situation, as we have 

seen, changed, at least as far as the underlying labour market 

was concerned.

1. A.V. Desai Real Wages in Germany (Oxford, 1968) p.U3. Serious corn- 
complaints were heard from the 1890's of a labour shortage in the 
Upper Silesian coal industry; nevertheless, the industry took on 
nore than twice as many miners between 1900 and 191U as in earlier 
decades. L. Schofer The Formation of a I-Iodern Labour Force, TJrper 
Silesia 1865-191 h (Berkeley, 1975) p. 16.
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Beyond these economic effects, the migrations created a new social 

environment and unprecedented problems in all areas of people's lives. 

The failure of agriculture adequately to support the population and the 

resultant movements of people from the land resulted in an erosion of 

the authority of the traditional social elites associated with it: 

the aristocracy, the churches and the traditional state structures. 

Old loyalties and methods of social control ceased to be adequate for 

the new situation of large masses of people gathered together in towns 

and working in industry. New social forces appeared to fill the vacuum   

employers, trade unions, political parties and pressure groups; and with 

them updated manifestations of the older elites - church organisations 

and political groups which, while continuing to look back to the past and 

to give their allegiance to traditional ideologies, adapted to the new 

conditions in their methods, and in so doing helped to further many of 

the very developments which they sought to obstruct and reverse.

The Ruhr was one important district where the problems associated with 

the industrialization process manifested themselves in the later nine­ 

teenth century. There had been coal mining in the area for many years, 

mainly in the south near the river Ruhr where the coal lay at or near 

the surface. Nevertheless, until the mid-nineteenth century Bochum

and the surrounding area was "primarily a faming district", and

2
exhibited "a quite rural character". The development of the mining

1. Exanples might include Bismarck's use of universal suffrage and the 
attempts of right \-ring parties and pressure groups to court mass 
suDport in the WilheLnine period; the whole tendency culminated in 
the Nazi attempt to abolish modern society, using modern society's 
weapons. Cf. T.W. ITason "The Primacy of Politics" in S.J. Woolf (ed) 
The Nature of Fascism (London,1968) D.13U.

2. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 185?; A. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siedlung 
jjn rhihrgebiet (Essen, 1.936) p.7.
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industry changed this and was the main influence on economic develop­ 

ment in the area. Mining was traditionally closely controlled on a 

day-to-day basis by the Prussian state, until the post-l8U8 economic 

liberalisation led it to relax its grip. The Allgemeine Berggestttz   

of 1865 marked the end of close state involvement in the detailed 

running of the industry. Henceforth, although the state kept some

general supervisory functions, effective control was almost entirely
1 - 

in the hands of the private owners. This "freeing" of the industry

was one important spur to expansion. Another important factor was 

the advance of mining technology. The richer coal seams in the Ruhr 

lie to the north of the river Ruhr itself, indeed, in the Emscher 

rather than Ruhr basin, but the further north they lie, the deeper they 

are. This made them virtually inaccessible until satisfactory solu­ 

tions could be found to drainage and ventilation problems. It was

only in the mid-century that deep level mining became possible in the
pRuhr. One of the first deep pits in the western Ruhr was President,

just outside Bochum, which opened in 18li1. The 1850's and 1860's saw 

the opening of numerous new pits around Bochum, utilizing the new 

technology: Baaker Mulde was sunk in 1855-60, Dahlhauser Tiefbau in 

1858, Dannenbaum3 in 1859-61, and Hasenwinkel in 1860-62.

1 . H.G. Kirchhoff Die Staatliche Sozialpolitik im Ruhrbergbau
195?) chapter 1; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte chapters I and VII.

2. F. Schunder Tradition und Fortschritt (Stuttgart, 1959) pp.?8ff.

3. On the site of present Opel car plant in Bochum.

U. H. Croon "Studien zur Sozial- und Siedlungsgeschichte der Stadt 
Bochum" in Busch, Croon & Hahne (ed) Bochum und das mittlere 
Ruhrgetiet (Paderborn, 1965) p.93j 0. Hue Die Bergarbeiter (Stuttgart^ 
1910/1913) II p.132.
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Despite important cyclical fluctuations the demand for coal maintained 

a rapid growth through the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

Production expanded accordingly:

Table 1. Goal production in the Ruhr (Oberbergamtsbezirk Dortmund) 1800-1913* 

Year

1800

1850

1860

1870

1880

1890

1900

1910

1913

The enormous scale of the Ruhr mining industry expansion is apparent from 

these figures. The only index which did not maintain its growth and 

which actually declined was that of the number of mines. This was the 

result of the increasing size of pits and the increasing concentration of 

production in the hands of a relatively small number of companies who 

rationalized production, closed the smaller and less economic pits and 

concentrated production on the large ones.

No, of mines

158
198
281

220

202

177

167

165
167

Output
(000 tons)

230

1,666

h,366

11,813

22,U59

35,b69

59,619
86,866

110,812

Value of Output
(000 marks current)

1,039

10,385
28,055
67,626

102,951*

282, hh2

508,798

8U9,20i;

1,282,013

No. of miners

1,51*6
12,7W

29,320

51,391

80, 1 52

127,79U

226,90k

3U5,136

39U,569

M.J. Koch Die Bergarbeiterbevegung im Ruhrgebiet zur Zeit Wilhelm II 
(Dtisseldorf, 195W p. 139. On cyclical fluctuations cf. Tenfelde 
Sozialgeschichte pp.191 ff; W. Fischer "Konjunkturen und Krisen im 
Piuhrgebiet seit 18hO und die wirtschaftspolitische Willensbildung der 
Unternehmer" in Westffllische Forschungen Bd. 21 (1968).
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Although the coal industry was the largest, it was not the only growth 

industry in the area. The high cost of transporting coal encouraged 

coal consuming industries to "base themselves nearby. The chief 

customer was the iron and steel industry, and several large plants 

developed in the second half of the century. In Bochum the major 

iron and steel firm was the Eochumer Verein, founded in 18U5 by 

Jacob Meyer and Eduard Kuhne with around fifty workers. Keyer con­ 

tinued to provide the technical direction until his death in 18?5>. The 

chief architect of the firm's expansion, however, was louis Baare, a 

former director of the KGln-Mnden Railvay, who joined the firm in 185U 

and ran it until 189!?, when he was succeeded as general director by his 

son Fritz. Like other large companies in the Ruhr, the Bochumer Verein 

sought to control as many aspects of its operations as possible, mining 

the coal, making the iron and steel, and shaping some of the products 

itself. The company specialized in railway equipment, and such heavy 

items as cylinders for hydraulic machines, heavy ships' screws, and bells. 

Unlike Krupp at Essen, the firm was not noted for its military production. 

One Cologne newspaper commented on Krupp and the Bochumer Verein: "Both 

firms may look each other in the eye confidently and without envy, and 

as Goethe observed with reference to Schiller, the older Essen may say of 

the younger Bochum: ^The Germans should consider themselves fortunate 

to have two such fellows as us'." 300 men were employed by the 

Bochumer Verein in 1855, 2,106 in 18?0, 5,6M in 1910 and 7,563 in 1913. 2

1 . Kfllnische Zeitung n.d., quoted in 1-7. Dabritz Bochumer Verein 
(DUsseldorf, 193U) p.177.

2. K. Brinkmann Bochum (Bochum, 1 968) pp. 181-181;; Dabritz Bochumer Verein 
table 8. These figures refer only to those working in the metal works, 
not those in the firm's mines.
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The Bochumer Verein was the largest company in Bo chum, but there were 

numerous smaller ones in the town and surrounding area. Most were 

involved in engineering or producing goods for the mines, and employed 

anything from a dozen to two or three thousand workers in 1913. In 

1899 the Bochum Chamber of Commerce could comment that the iron and coal 

industries "in this district are completely dominant in their economic 

significance. They also dominate the activity of the other branches of

industry and commerce and the great mass of the population is directly

2or indirectly dependant on their prosperity". Nevertheless, despite

the growth of the metal and engineering industries, the mines continued 

to be the largest employers of labour. In 1900 there were estimated to 

be 123*000 workers in the Bochum area, and of these 8U,5>00 or 69 per cent 

were miners; in 1909 the proportion had risen to 72 per cent.

The growth of industry transformed the physical appearance of the area. 

"Anyone who knew Bochum, its situation and setting twenty, thirty, forty 

or fifty years ago and was to visit her today and look around after a 

long absence would hardly know her again", wrote the town's mayor in the 

1880's, well before the economic development and the associated changes 

were anything like completed. In 1903 another observer described the

1. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1913.

2. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1898/9 p.1?.

3. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1909 p.31. The area covered is that of the 
Bochum Chamber of Commerce, including Bochum, Gelsenkirchen, Witten, 
Herne and Hattingen.

h. I-ange "Die Wohnungsverhaltnisse der armeren Volksklassen in Bochum11 in 
Schriften d.es Vereins fur Socialpolitik Bd.XXX (Leipzig 1886) p.73.
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new industrial landscape:

"Virtually the entire Ruhr mining district between Oberhausen and 
Dortmund, Duisburg, Hattingen and Recklinghausen, already has the 
appearance of a continuous giant city, its individual parts 
linked by a thick network of electric trams, state railways and 
spurs to individual mines, vibrating above and below ground with 
the most vigorous industrial and mining activity, and teeming 
 with a giant army of workers. It is the main artery and workshop 
of the German coal and iron industry. Everything lives from and 
for these two products and everything is touched by them. Where- 
ever one looks there are winding towers and the broad outlines of 
waste-tips, chimneys and smoking furnaces. The whole scene is 
enveloped and covered by a misty, gassy, dusty, dirty veil which 
often scarcely allows the blue sky to be seen and which falls on 
the rows of houses, churches etc., as a coating of dirt". 1

Small semi-rural towns became industrial cities, and rural hamlets 

became centres of mining or industry. Even where industry did not 

settle in the immediate neighbourhood the side effects were still felt. 

The pastor of Harpen, a village just east of Bochum, described the 

transformation of his village:

"VJhen the Harpen Gesellschaft started with the workings, people in 
the parish of Harpen dreamt of a golden economic future and a great 
development of the village. Unfortunately this did not occur. 
Even in the vicarage one could hear the miners below in the earth 
firing the coal free. But apart from the old Karoline shaft, no 
great mining establishment ensued. Instead, as by a frost in a 
spring night, the aspirations of the parish were dashed. The 
lovely water meadows in the Wieschermiihleribach became boggy, the 
growth of the trees suffered, nature receded, the potatoes no longer 
thrived, the songbirds became fewer and the vermin more numerous. 
A lovely and entirely rural parish with pure air became a country 
industrial parish. But the worst was that throughout Harpen, the 
wells, springs and ponds dried up. A court action for compensation, 
brought by the church, was lost. Harpen had the disadvantages but 
not the advantages of industry ....". 2

1 . I. Pieper Die Lage der Bergarbeiter im Ruhrgebiet (Stuttgart and 
Berlin, 1903) p.21ii.

2. Pfarrer T-eich Haroen und Karpener Bergbau (Bochum, 1937) p.11.
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The general population increase and "surplus" in Germany thus coincided 

with the industrialisation of the Ruhr and a great increase in demand 

for labour in that area. Some of the demand was met, particularly in 

the early years of industrialisation, by seasonal migrations in search 

of work. In the 18£o f s many factory workers apparently only worked 

during the summer months and then returned home for the winter. The 

building trade remained largely seasonal in character, due mostly to the 

difficulties of construction work during the winter months: in the 

winter of 190U union activity amongst building workers was reported to 

be spreading from Bochum to Hesse, Eichfeld and the Paderborn area

"because the building workers here mostly have their homes in those

p parts". Nevertheless, such seasonal migration played only a small

part in the overall increase of the work force in the Ruhr. Kuch more 

important was the general increase of the population of the area, partly 

through natural growth but more crucially through permanent or semi­ 

permanent migration to the area.

In the first half of the nineteenth century the population of the Rhine- 

land and Westphalia hardly increased faster than that of Germany as a 

whole; but between 1880 and 1910 their populations rose by 75> and 102 per
 3

cent respectively, whilst that of Germany rose by only Uh per cent.

1. I&britz Bochumer Verein p.86.

2. STAM, RA I 96, Stadt Bochum to RPA 10.10.1901.

3. W. Kttllmann "Die Bevttlkerung Rheinland-Westfalens in der
Hpchindustrialisierungsperiode" Vierteljahrschrift fur Sozial - 
und Wirtschaftsgeschichte (1971)]N.J.G. Pounds The Ruhr (London, 
1952) p.89.
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In the industrial areas themselves the exDansion was even more dramatic, 

The population of Bochum and the surrounding Landkreis rose from under 

19,000 in 1855 to nearly 82,000 in 1880 and 256,000 in 1910 - an 

increase of 335 per cent in 1855-80 and 21h per cent in 1880-1910. 1 

Despite the lower rate of increase after 1880 the bulk of the total 

expansion occurred in the later period. If we break the figures down 

further, we find that most of the increase came not in the Bochum old 

town (Altstadt) but in the surrounding suburbs and villages. Between 

1880 and 1910 the Altstadt grew by 129 per cent, while the four suburbs 

which were incorporated into the town in 190U grew by 3h3 per cent and 

the surrounding Landkreis by 2li6 per cent.

Table 2. Population of Bochum Stadt and Tandkreis 1860-1910.

1880 1910 Increase

Altstadt 33,UUO ?6,150 129 per cent

190h suburbs 13,6?8 60,326 3b3 " "

Remaining Landkreis 3h,Uo8 118,963 2h6 " «

Total 81,526 255,879 21 h " "

It is clear that the expansion of the town was not at the expense of the 

immediately surrounding countryside. In 1880 some U1 per cent of the 

total population lived in the Altstadt, but by 1910 the proportion had 

dropped to 25 per cent. Even taking the post-l90h town boundaries, the 

proportion living in the town dropped from 58 per cent in 1880 to 5U per

1. Population figures from: StAB, Kagistrats-Berichte; Wi«JA, K2 359; 
Statistisches Jahrbuch fur den Preussischen Staat (Berlin, 1898) 
Bd. 3; Croon "Studien" p. 95.The area of the Landkreis changed 
considerably during this period. To compare like with like 
Gemeindenwhich no longer figure in 1910 have been excluded through­ 
out. The four GemeindeAincorporated into the town in 190^ were 
Hamme, Hofstede, Grunme and Tftemelhausen.
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cent thirty years later. The population was thus becoming less 

concentrated on the town of Bochum and more on the surrounding villages. 

This was a reflection of the importance of the mines in providing jobs: 

only one pit - President - was situated in close proximity to the town 

itself.

Some of the population growth came from indigenous causes. The annual 

birth rate in Bochum reached over 60 per thousand in the mid-1870 ! s, and 

although it fell to under 50 per thousand by 1882, it was not until 1911 

that it fell below UO per thousand. The death rate was considerably 

lower: between 1875 and 1886 it fluctuated between 35 and 28 per thousand; 

between 1887 and 1903 it was between 29 and 21 per thousand; between 1905 

and 1912 the figure lay between 20 and 15 per thousand. There was 

therefore a constant excess of births over deaths. The surplus in Bochum 

and other neighbouring Ruhr towns was greater proportionally than that 

of Germany as a whole i

Table 3* Surplus of births over deaths, per thousand inhabitants

1865-67 

1868-71 

1872-75 

1876-80 

1881 -85 

1886-90 

1891-95 

1896-1900 

1901-05

1. StAB, I-lagistrats-Berichte.

2. P. Wiel 1-B.rtschaftsgeschichte des Ruhrp;ebietes (Essen 1970) p.77. For 
a discussion of particular factors effecting fertility and population 
in the coal mining districts of England and Wales, see D. Friedlander 
"Demographic Patterns and Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Coal 
mining population in England and "Wales in the Nineteenth century" in 
Economic ngWirmTtifint and Cultural Change Vol.22 (1973-7U) pp.39-51.
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These births and deaths do not, however, tell anything like the full 

story of the population increase in the Ruhr. We have already noted 

that vast numbers of people in nineteenth century Germany were moving 

in search of new opportunities, either elsewhere in the country or 

abroad. Internally, the Ruhr was one of the main areas to which they 

moved. Some came from nearby and some from far afield. In Bochum 

in the 1890's and 1900»s the new arrivals numbered in the region of 

250 per thousand population each year. The size of the net increase 

depended not only on the numbers arriving but also on the numbers 

deaarting - many of the latter themselves recent immigrants. Table k 

compares the annual surplus of live births over deaths with the surplus 

of arrivals over departures in Bochum in these years:

Table I}. Natural increase and migrant surplus in Bochum
per thousand inhabitants 1 893 -1 91 2

Year 

1893

189U

1895

1896

1897

1898

1899

1900

1901

1902

Natural
increase

12.9

22.2

19.1*

17.2

19.7

18.1

17.1

15.3

17.2

19.0

Migrant 
balance

1U.1

1.1

- 3.8

27.1

0.3

30.0

7.6

m.u
12.9

15.0

Year

1903

190U

1905

1906

1907

1908

1909

1910

1911

1912

Natural
increase

18.9

-

23.5

2U.1

26.7

25.9

25.U
2U.U
20.7

20. U

1

Migrant 
balance

36.0

 

-

23.0

39.0

15.2

- 2.8

77.6

22.1

17.7

Sven a comparison such as this does not fully illustrate the impact of 

migration. The fact that migrants tended to be younger people of

1. Statistisches Jahrbuch dentscher Stadte (Breslau)
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childbearing age itself played a role in increasing the birth rate. 

Had Bochum's population of 1880 grown at the national rate, the increase 

by 1910 would have been about 36,000 rather than the actual 1?U,000. 

This rather crude comparison indicates the scale of the contribution of 

immigration to population growth, since it takes into account the 

migrants 1 children born in the new home. Migrants formed an actual 

majority of the population in this period. Even in 18?1 only five out 

of 22 Bochum Gemeindenhad more natives than iimriigrants, and only one 

third of the inhabitants of the town itself were born there. In 190? 

over 63 per cent of Bochum ! s population were immigrants - a higher 

proportion than in some other Ruhr cities: in Gelsenkirchen the figure 

was 61 per cent, in Dortmund 58 per cent. In the western Ruhr the 

proportion dropped to 53 in Essen and 51 per cent in Duisburg. The 

proportion of immigrants was even higher in the surrounding Landkreise 

than in the cities themselves. As Kttllmann comments: "The decisive 

element in the formation of the population of the large cities was 

immigration".

A great many of these immigrants came to escape the bad conditions in 

their homelands. This "negative" motivation may have been of

1. Croon "Studien" p.122. The figure is misquoted in R.T. Jackson 
"Mining settlements in Western Europe" in R.P. Beckindale and 
J.K. Houston (ed) Urbanization and its Problems (Oxford, 1968) p.1h8. 
See also G. Kliss Die Wanderung der Ostpreussen nach Bochum 
(unpublished Seminararbeit Bochum, 1971) p.5.

2. W. KBUmann "Binnenwanderung und Bevtflkerungsstrukturen der
Ruhrgrossstadte in Soziale Welt (Bd.9, 1958) p.220; Westfalischer 
Verein zur Ftfrderung des Kleim-rohnungswesens Ergebnisse der 
Wohnungsaufnahine in westfalischen Stadten vom 1 .Dec.1905 (Kiinster 
1907 and 1909) II pp. 10-11.
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particiilar importance for those who came from far away parts of Germany 

such as East and West Prussia and Posen. One observer commented:

"The cause of their mass migration to the west is to be found in 
the bad economic and social position in which they find themselves 
at home. The critical relations east of the Elbe make it 
explicable that the Poles find earnings in the west extremely high 
and enticing, and that they move in large numbers there". 1

But despite such motivation, the expansion of the mines and industry in 

the Ruhr was so rapid that the demand for labour could not always be met. 

Employers therefore sometimes resorted to recruiting campaigns for yet 

more labour. ^ Early attempts to attract workers in Upper Silesia to the

Ruhr were made in the boom years of the early 1870's and the practice

2became common from the late 1880 T s. In 1896 advertisements were placed

in the Zwickauer Wocheriblatt promising wages of up to six marks per shift 

at the General Blumenthal pit near Recklinghausen, when in reality the 

average wage for hewers was only M3.80. The mine denied, however, that 

the advertisement had been placed with their agreement or that it 

produced many applicants for jobs. Others emphasized not just the 

wages which could be earned in the west but also the housing and other 

facilities offered by the potential employer. Such recruiting 

campaigns sometimes led to discontent and even violence when the 

immigrants found the reality of the Ruhr less attractive than they had 

been led to exr>ect.

1. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.16.

2. Schofer Formation of a modern labor force pp.73-77.

3. STAH, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1hOO.

Ii. See chapter 2 below.

5. STA1-I, Oberbergamt Dortmund 18hO, Arbeiter Zeitung 15.1.1910.
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The overall immigration figures understate the importance of migration 

for the working class, since the proportion of migrants was higher 

amongst workers than amongst the population at large. In 190? some 

63 per cent of Bochum's population were immigrants and 2k per cent had 

come long distances (i.e. from beyond the Rhineland and Westphalia). 

Amongst the workers in aljnost all the chief occupational groups the 

proportions were far higher:

Table 5> Migrants as proportion of manual workers, Bo chum 1907*

Mining

Building

Transp

Food

Engine

Metals

TTood

Commerce

Immigrants Long distance immij

L occupational group:

and earth

ng

ort

ering

ce

r total population:

(»
98

8U

83

82

77
71

69
68

61
63

(»

8U

37
50
31
19

Uo
U2

36

20

2U

It is clear that when we speak of the working class in Bochum and the 

Ruhr at this time we are speaking of a new phenomenon, composed over­ 

whelmingly of people who had moved to a new home, frequently over long 

distances, in search of work.

v7e may at this point consider a number of important features of the new 

working class which had an important impact on reactions to the new and 

dynamic environment in which it found itself.

1. Statistik des deutschen Reiches (Berlin) Bd.210 II pJ9li ff.
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In the first place, workers formed - at least in numeric
al terms - the 

the dominant class in the Ruhr. In 190? some ?6 per cent of the 

economically active population of Bochum were classified
 as manual 

workers (Arbeiter); in Dortmund the proportion was almost the same at 

7k per cent. In the mining villages of the Landkreis the proportion

was even higher: "It is in the nature of coal mining that there is,

y 
even today, little if any middle class employment". Moreover, the

chances of social mobility out of the ̂ manual working cla
ss were slim: 

from a sample of Bochum manual workers of 1880 who were 
still in the 

town ten years later, only 8 per cent had managed to mov
e into non- 

manual work; by 1901 fewer than 18 per cent of those who were still

there had moved into non-manual work; amongst miners the proportions

3 
were even lower.

The Ruhr was thus an overwhelmingly working class societ
y. But this 

Tjorking class was far from homogenous. The natives were sometimes very
\*

hostile to new immigrants, particularly when the latter 
had a different 

language and culture. In 1881 the Bochum Chamber of Commerce reported 

that the increase in "bodily injuries, moral offences, c
ases of resistance 

to state authority and in general actions and crimes ste
mming from rough 

dispositions, was undoubtedly a consequence of the renew
ed influx of many 

dubious elements into our district". He will see in the next chapter

1. Statistik des deutschen Reiches Bd.207 p. 15>2) Liltzenkirchen Per 

sozialdemokratische Verein p. 122. See also I.D. T-Jolcke Die 

avbwicklung der Bochumer Innenstadt (Kiel, 1968) pp.1b3-lli5.

2. Jackson Mining Settlements p.

3. Crew Industry and Community pp. 213, 217.

k. SUB, HKB Jahresbericht 1881.
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how housing patterns helped to reinforce social and cultural divisions, 

particularly between natives and immigrants. But even the newcomers 

themselves were far from united. Host came from the Rhineland or 

Westphalia, "but a substantial minority (2h per cent of the entire 

population of Bochum in 190?) came from further afield. Half of these 

came from the north east provinces of East and West Prussia and Posen, 

11 per cent from Hessen and Waldeck, and a third from other parts of 

Germany. Six per cent came from abroad, chiefly from Austria, the 

Netherlands and Italy. It was estimated that over 20 "languages and 

idioms" were spoken in the Ruhr.

The most distinctive single group of immigrants was the Poles. 

Because of the partition of the historical kingdom of Poland they were 

not classified as a distinct national group: most of those in the Ruhr 

were German citizens. Consequently there are no exact figures for the 

number of Poles in the area. The usual index used is the number of 

Polish speakers, although this creates problems since it includes 

Hasurians who, although generally Polish speaking, were Protestant and 

strongly anti-Polish and pro-German in outlook; it could also include

those with two languages. Different censuses give very different

2results. However, according to the official Prussian statistics while

1   K611mann "Binnenwanderung und Bevollcerungsstrulcturen" p.220;
Statistisches Jahrbuch deutscher Stadte Bd.11; StAB, 1|81, RPA to 
Minister des Innern 28.11.190?.

2. The statistical problems and the different figures are discussed by 
H.U. Wehler "Die Polen im Ruhrgebiet" in H.U. Wehler (ed) I-'oderne 
deutsche Sozialgeschichte (Kttln, 1970) pp.h37-h5£.



-35 -

there were only 16 Polish speakers in the Rhineland and Westphalia in 

1861, the number had grown to over 33,000 by 1890, and reached 131,000 

in 1900 and 279,000 in 1910. 1 In the town of Bochum it was estimated 

that Polish speakers formed two per cent of the population in 1890 and

nearly five per cent in 1910; the proportion in the Landkreis in the

2 
latter year was said to be nine per cent. According, however, to the

biennial census carried out in Westphalia from 1902 - a census which 

consistently produced higher figures than the normal Prussian census - 

from 190U onwards Polish speakers formed around a fifth of the popula-
t

tion of the Landkreis. Of these Polish speakers around two in five 

were Masurians.

"Whatever the precise numbers, the impact of these imnigrants was con­ 

siderable. One observer noted that all the major shops displayed a 

sign: "Ustaja polski"V- Polish spoken here. Like other groups of 

immigrants to the Ruhr, the Poles tended to live and marry with others 

from their homeland. It was reported that the Poles in the south 

Bochum district "almost all teach their children to read and write 

Polish. They stay more and more together and avoid everything German". 

Polish social clubs proliferated and there were Polish shops, banks,

1. ibid. p

2. R.T. Schnadt Bochum. Wirtschaftsstruktur und Verflechtung einer 
Grossstadt des Ruhrgebietes (Bochum, 1936) p.13

3. Kliss Wanderung der Ostpreussen p.9. See also Wehler "Polen" p.HL2; 
Croon "Studien" p.99.

h. Pieper I-age der Bergarbeiter p.2h1

5. StAB, U82, Amt Bochum II to KLB 13.8.191U; Croon "Studien" p.95. 
In 1900 fewer than a quarter of migrant miners marrying in Bochum 
married local women; the proportion was higher among skilled metal­ 
workers. Crew Industry and Community p.291.
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building societies etc. These isolationist tendencies were vigorously 

encouraged by the Polish nationalists, who became an increasingly power­ 

ful political and cultural force. In 1898 the nationalist paper urged:

"Polish parentsI Teach your children to speak, read and write ^ 
Polish! He who allows his offspring to become German is no Pole".

In the following year Poles were warned of the dangers of marrying non-

Poles, and urged to reflect on the exemplary princess Wanda of Cracow

2who had killed herself rather than marry a German prince. Not

surprisingly, the Poles tended to concentrate in certain geographical 

localities: in 1899 Horsthausen (by Herne) was described as 

"predominantly populated by Poles", and in 1910 areas such as Bergen 

and Gerthe (both to the north of Bochum) had well above the average 

number of Poles, while Ouerenburg (to the south) and Harpen (to the 

east) had very few. The concentrations were often around particular 

pits: even in 1899* before the largest influx of Poles into the Ruhr, 

it was claimed that "nineteen pits can practically be described as 

Polish mines, since more than half of their workers are Poles or 

German-Poles". 1-Iost of these were north of the older Ruhr towns such 

as Bochum: four for example were in the Gelsenkirchen area, four near 

Herne and three near Recklinghausenj one, however, was south of Bochum - 

Dannenbaum, where over 70 per cent of the workers were thought to be 

Polish speakers.

1. Wiarus Polski h. 1.1 898, quoted in Westfalische Allgemeine Zeitiing 
30.5.1972.

2. StAB, U50, 1-Jiarus Polski 15.7.1899.

3. Croon "Studien" p. 99.

Pieper lage der Eergarbeiter p. 20. See also W. Brepohl Der Aufbau 
des Ruhrvolkes in Zuge der Ost-West-Wanderung; (Recklinghausen, 1 
pp. 2LU-2U5.
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Marked ethnic and cultural differences were one characteristic of the 

newly forming working class in the Ruhr: the differences and their 

effects will be discussed further in later chapters. Another feature 

was the sharp distinction between the roles of men and women. The 

mines and factories offered excellent job opportunities to men and 

youths, but the overwhelming importance of heavy industry meant that 

there were few comparable opportunities for women. Bochum had had 

small textile and silk industries which had offered paid work to women, 

but both industries declined in the iSyO's and 1880's. Cheap 

competition and lack of sufficient modernization led to the Bochum 

Chamber of Commerce's comment in 1878: "The manufacture of cloth has 

been in steady decline for a number of years in our district, so that 

one can scarcely speak of its manufacture now". The silk industry 

survived a little longer and offered some female employment. Silk 

weaving was still done at home in the 18?0' s and although demand 

fluctuated suddenly in response to changes in fashion the industry 

appeared to have a viable future. In 1881 the Chamber of Commerce 

reported:

"Factory activity in silk products was steady during 1881 and the 
number of looms increased in the various districts. It was 
particularly remarkable that in the mining areas many young people 
registered as weavers' apprentices, hoping to be able to earn 
before their sixteenth year. We can only welcome the fact that 
the textile industry is spreading in the mining districts since 
although it at first competes in the labour markets it offers to 
many girls, the daughters of miners and foundry workers, the 
possibility of raising their parents' family income through their 
earnings and thereby their general standard of living. The 
number of women and girls working at weaving - at first mostly on 
the preparatory work - is already several hundred in our district, 
and will certainly develop further from these beginnings". 2

1. 1-r/IA., HKB Jahresbericht 18?8 p.29

2. ibid. 1881.
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These hopes were soon dashed. Changes in fashion combined with grow­ 

ing competition meant that by the end of 1882 many weavers were with­ 

out work. By the mid-1880's steam power was effectively ending all 

domestic silk weaving.

The 1907 census clearly demonstrated the lack of jobs for women. In 

Bochum U5,993 people were classified as economically active (erwerbstatig) 

on a full-time basis in agriculture, industry, commerce, domestic 

service, public service and the professions. Of these Lj.0,6hl4. (88 per 

cent) were men and only 5,3k9 (12 per cent) were women. The proportion 

of women was even lower if one looks .just at those people classified as 

manual workers (Arbeiter) in agriculture, industry and commerce and those

in domestic service: of 35,35U such persons 31*791 (90 per cent) were

2
men and 3*563 (10 per cent) were women. Moreover, of those women who

did have paid employment very few were engaged in the main industries 

of the area. Only five women in Bochum were employed in the mining 

industry, compared to nearly 15,000 men; and seven women were active in 

foundry work CBLsengiesserei) as against 2,556 men. Very few women 

worked in the various metal trades classified in the census. The trade 

which provided the most female employment was commerce, in which 1,283 

women worked full-time in 1907: most of them probably as shop assistants. 

Some 882 women had full-time employment in domestic service in Bochum; 

500 were needlewomen, probably working for the most part at home; U22

1. ibid. 1882, 1886.

2. Statistik des deutschen Reiches Bd.207 p.152.
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were in the clothing industry - again many probably working at home. 

Then came inns (36h employed full -time), health services (3^6), and 

education (281). 1

Nor was the position much better with regard to part-time jobs. No 

women were employed on a part-time basis in the mining or metal 

industries. The only substantial part-time employer of women was 

agriculture: 1,276 women in Bochum were classified as working part- 

time in this sector in 1907; it is not clear what activities were 

covered by this heading, but it probably included a substantial number 

of small plots and allotments. Apart from this the only significant 

part-time employment for women was in inns (166 women) and commerce (160) 

In the areas outside the town the position was even more bleak: of 

people employed full-time in agriculture, industry, commerce,

domestic service and the professions only 2,776 (seven per cent) were

2
women, and of these the largest single group were in agriculture.

Ifomen in paid employment thus formed a small minority both of the labour 

force and of all women. The bulk of employed women - apart perhaps from 

those in "agriculture" - appear to have been girls who worked for a short 

while before marriage, but ceased on marriage or soon after. The 

absence of interesting or well-paid employment also encouraged early 

marriages. Women played a vital part in the life of the area, but it was

1. ibid. Bd.209 pp.329-332.

2. ibid.

3. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 30.6.191h; Pieper I age der Eer^arbeiter p.225.



overwhelmingly within their families and not in paid employment. 

Housekeeping for a miner's family (which often included one or more 

lodgers) was an arduous task: in addition to the usual difficulties 

of budgeting on a limited income, especially when the family was large,, 

the work was particularly unrelenting: the mines operated with two main 

shifts (normally 6.00 a.m. to 2.00 p.m. and 2.00 p.m. to 10 p.m.) and a 

small night shift; if, as was common, the men in the house worked 

different shifts, someone would be setting off for work and returning, 

tired and hungry, at all hours of day and night; their patterns were 

different again from those of the children. But despite the importance 

of women's work in the family, few women provided a source of income to 

the family, unless they took lodgers or worked at the family's allotment: 

there was normally no safety-net of female earnings such as existed in 

such diverse areas as contemporary London or the Oxfordshire countryside; 

the general lack even of experience of domestic service meant that miners' 

wives in the Ruhr were less able to help out their families in times of

need by taking in washing or ironing or by doing cleaning than were the

2women in more stable and long-established towns such as Remscheid.

Miners' families depended for their actual income almost entirely on the 

earnings of husband, sons and lodgers.

The process and nature of industrialization in the Ruhr thus produced

1 . The position of working class women in the Ruhr is excellently discussed 
in Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen. See also Lucas Arbeiterradikalisinus 
pp.57-70; N. Dennis, F. Henriques and C. Slaughter Coal is our lafe 
(London, 1969 edition) chapter V; D. Douglass "The Durham Pitman" in 
Samuel (ed) Miners, Quarrymen and Saltworkers p.267.

2. For Ehglish examples of the vital role of womens' earnings in the working 
class family economy, see A.S. Jasper A. Hoxton Childhood (London, 1971); 
R. Samuel "Quarry Roughs" in Samuel (ed) Village Life and Labour p.181; 
for the contrast between Remscheid and the Ruhr, see Lucas 
Arbeiterradikalismus pp.
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a numerically dominant but unhomogeneous working class, and a society 

in which there was sharp differentiation between the economic and social 

roles of the two sexes. It was also a highly unsettled and geographically 

mobile society. An important element in the liberalization of the law 

on the mining industry and the withdrawal of detailed state control in 

the 18^0's and 1860's was the removal of earlier restrictions on the 

freedom of employees to change their place of employment; the merger 

of the various miners' social and insurance organisations - the 

Knappschaften - also reduced the impediments to movement. Many of the 

immigrants, having once uprooted themselves from their homes were not 

readily inclined to settle down. They had come with the sole aim of 

making money and had no ties with the place in which they found them­ 

selves. Many sent much of their pay back home (so that the post offices 

were said to be full after pay days) and saw their spell in the Ruhr 

merely as a means of saving enough to buy a farm or small business back

home: it was reported that the Poles, "almost without execution return

2 home as soon as they have accumulated a substantial sum of money." An

example was one Antoni Podeszwa, born in Upner Silesia, who in 1889 

followed his six brothers to the Ruhr in search of work; after 17 years, 

in which he had been active in the Polish miners' union, he returned home 

in 1906 with h,000 marks savings and set himself up as a farmer. Such

1. The three Ruhr Rnappschaften finally merged in 1890. Tenfelde
Sozialgeschichte pp.177-191, 282-291; Schofer Formation of a modern 
labor force pp.79ff. On the establishment of the labour market in 
the Ruhr, see K. Tenfelde "Arbeiterschaft, Arbeitsmarkt und 
Koimnunikationsstrukturen im Ruhrgebiet in den 5>0er Jahren des 19 
Jahrhunderts" in Archiv flip Sozialgeschichte Bd.16 (1976) pp.30-38.

2. StAB, U50, Amt Pochum I to KLB 27.7.1899; Pieper I .age der Bergarbeiter 
pp. 2)i6-2U7.

3. Schofer Formation of a modern labor force p.52.



success was probably rare, but it illustrates a widely held aim. Kany 

families, even after living for some time in the area, still felt 

unrooted and looked forward to the day when they could return "home". 

Some workers indeed migrated on a seasonal basis, or just for a few 

years prior to marriage.

One effect of this rootlessness was that it was not psychologically 

difficult to move from one job to another, or from one town or village 

to another, if there was a prospect of better pay or conditions. The 

almost constant demand for new labour in the region meant that the 

opportunities for movement were there and were frequently just as 

appealing to those already in the Ruhr as to those outside. We find, 

therefore, that not only was there large scale migration to the area 

from outside, but that there was very considerable movement within the 

Ruhr itself. In almost every year between 1893 and 1912 the registered 

new arrivals in Bochum numbered between 20 and 30 per cent of the town's

existing population, while the registered departures were nearly as

2
numerous.

1. Fischer-Eckert I .age der Frauen pp.83 ff.; H. Linde "Die soziale 
Problematik der masurischen Agrargesellschaft und die masurische 
Einwandenmg in das Emscherrevier" in Wehler (ed) Iioderne deutsche 
Sozialgeschichte p. U69.

2. Statistisches Jahrbuch Deutscher Stadte (1893-191 h). Crew 
found that from a sample of miners in Bochum in 1880 only 39 per cent 
were still in the town ten years later, and 19 percent in 1901. 
Langeniesche has stressed that migration was not simply a one-way 
process from coiintry to town, but involved considerable movements of 
people from towns to the countryside and from one town to others. 
Crew Industry and Coimunity p.217; D. Langewiesche "TJanderungsbeweg 
-ungen in der Hochindustrialisierungsperiode. Regionale, interstadtische 
llobilitat in Deutschland 1880-191 h" in Viertel.lahr schrift ftir Sozial- 
imd Wirtschaftsgeschichte Bd.6!i (1977) p.18.



Most of the new arrivals, in other words, moved on from Bochum after a 

short or long sojourn in the town.

Large groups sometimes made these moves together. In 1905 the 

Deutscher Kaiser mine near Oberhausen sought to recruit men in 

T-angendreer, outside Bochum, partly because the mine's manager had 

formerly worked at Neu Iserlohn, one of the pits near J.angendreer. 

Average earnings for hewers in the Ruhr generally stood at Mli.86 a shift, 

but the men were offered M{?.50 at Deutscher Kaiser. In the end about 

300 langendreer men took up the offer. Many were Poles or Italians, 

and about half were married. A Dortmund paper commented:

"The reason why the miners change their homes so easily is to be 
found in the conditions offered to them. They receive a good 
wage, free transport of their belongings, and the rent they owe 
here is covered. In addition, the director of the Deutscher 
Kaiser pit where the men have found work is well liked by the 
miners since he used to be mine manager of Shaft I /of Neu Iserlohn 7

Most of the miners left together on 31 August:

"This morning there was a great deal of activity in the streets 
leading to the station, with miners carrying packed suitcases  
With few exceptions these men have left the mines here and will 
take up work in the Oberhausen area. The departure of so many 
workers is a hard blow for the locality". 1

But such mass movements were not the most common form of internal 

migration within the Ruhr. More common was the case of an individual 

miner or a relatively small group who became dissatisfied with their 

earnings or conditions at one pit and sought something better elsewhere. 

At the Mons Cenis mine near Herne the coal was particularly difficult to

1. STAM, RA I 1U85 Dortmunder Zeitung 20.8.1905, 2.9.1905; KLB to 
RFA 1.9.1905.



work and in the 1880*3 miners left so frequently that the very existence 

of the pit was in question. Others left involuntarily: particularly 

in the aftermath of strikes "agitators" were liable to dismissal.

Job-changing did not necessarily involve moving house. The mines of 

the Ruhr were often near enough to make it possible for a man to find a 

new job within walking distance of his home. In 1893 the young 

August Schmidt (later chairman of IG Bergbau und Energie) and his 

father were sacked from the Germania pit near Dortmund after participating

in a strike; they eventually found work at Graf Scherin near Castrop,

2
two hours walk away. Nevertheless, it frequently was necessary for a

man who wished to take a new job to find a new home at the same time, 

particularly if he had lived in a company home, so that job-changing 

provided an important unsettling effect to mining communities. The 

total labour turnover in the pits was very considerable:

1 . Festschrift zum lOO-jahrigen Bestehens der Gewerkschaft ver. 
Gonstantin der Grosse (Essen, 19U8) P-32.

2. A. Schmidt Lang war der Weg_ (Bochum, 1958) pp.18-19.

3. Crew argues that miners were reluctant "to leave the protective 
warmth of the miner community" and to move elsewhere and suggests 
that "this stability added a dimension of individual continuity to 
the miner neighbourhood. People lived for a long time together 
and eventually grew to know each other well, and this by itself did 
much to create a sense of community among them". This assertion, 
however, is based on figures indicating that amongst workers who 
stayed in Bochum over 10 and 20 years, miners tended to stay in the 
same Gemeinde more than other workers; Crew ignores here his own 
evidence that miners generally stayed in Bochum less than most 
other categories of worker: Crew Industry and Community pp.72, 33U.



Table 6 Hirings and Departures as percentage of all miners employed, 
Ruhr mines, 1896-1913. 1

Hirings Departures Hirings Departures

1896 U9 Uo 1905 38 3k

1897 59 h5 1906 57 h9
1898 59 U9 1907 71 56
1899 63 51 1908 63 58
1900 68 52 1909 52 51
1901 5U hi -1910 50 58
1902 h8 hh 1911 62 59
1903 , 58 U8 1912 69 61
190U 5U U8 1913 78 69

The amount of job changing fluctuated with cyclical changes in the 

economy. During upswings - culminating in 1900, 190? and 1913 - turn­ 

over increased, reflecting the growing demand for labour and the

possibility of finding better pay at some new pit. When the economy 

faltered in 1901 and 1908 the turnover fell. Nevertheless, it was only 

in 1905, a year in which an industry-wide strike was followed by severe 

restrictions by employers on job changing, that the numbers starting 

and leaving jobs both fell significantly below half of the total number 

of men employed at the time. Despite cyclical fluctuations high labour 

turnover was endemic in the mines throughout this period.

1 . Figures from the Allgemeine Knappschaftsverein, printed in Koch 
Bergarbeiterbewegnng p. 2h . They do not agree exactly with those 
published in the official Zeitschrift fur das Eergbau-, IHitten- und 
Salinenwesen, but the differences are minor.

2. Turnover appears to have been somewhat higher in the Ruhr than else­ 
where in Germany, but was nonetheless high in Upper Silesia and per­ 
haps elsewhere: Tenfelde Sozialgeschlchte p.231; Kirchhoff 
Sozialpolitik p. 161; Schofer Formation of a modern labor force 
pp. 12U-131; Langewiesche " T-Janderungsbewegungenn .
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Not all those who left one pit immediately sought a job at another. 

Some left the industry completely, perhaps because of invalidity or 

because they had found a different job elsewhere. Some left the 

mines for a while but returned later. There were many who worked in 

the construction industry in the summer and in the pits in winter when 

building was impossible and demand for coal was high. In general 

around half of those leaving mines went direct to another pit, while
V,

around two thirds of the rest eventually returned (although at the 

large Hannover and Hannibal pits to the north of Bochum, the proportion
*

who went direct to another pit was higher, fluctuating between 66 and 

81 Der cent in 1900-10, with the exception of 1905). 2 The figures in 

Table 6 should not, therefore, be misconstrued as a measure only of 

those moving direct from one pit to another, but it does indicate the 

seriousness of job-changing in the mining industry in the Ruhr.

Job-changing was not restricted to the mines. Even in 18?7 and 18?8, 

in the depths of depression, the Bochumer Verein had a total of around 

2,200 hirings and resignations each year while the total work force 

stood at between 2,f>00 and 2,700. The Chamber of Commerce commented:

"It is self-evident that with such a constant coming and going a 
thorough training for the individual workers in their tasks is 
made extraordinarily difficult and that the productivity as well 
as the prosperity of a large works is severely affected. In 
this respect the English and Belgian firms, who enjoy a much more 
stable and well schooled work force have a great advantage on us.

1. H. Minz Die Tage der Pergarbeiter im Tfohrrevier (Essen, 1909) p.29.

2. Koch Eergarbeiterbewegung p.121; BA, 20/0116, 11?, 119,
Hannibal and Hannover Jahresberichte.



The reason for this turnover of workers lies essentially in their 
low incomes, which they hope to improve in some other job - 
usually without success. The less productive older workers stay 
true to the company, while the younger ones are encouraged to 
leave by the necessary wage reductions". 1

Normally, however, high labour turnover was a particular feature of 

economic booms. In 1899, for instance, the Westfalische Stahlwerke 

in Weitmar, to the south of Bochum, experienced very high turnover 

rates. In March alone it was reported that nearly 200 workers 

resigned, when the total workforce stood at some 1,5'iO. The company

concluded that they would have to introduce a system of one month's

2 
notice on both sides. The following year saw the end of the boom.

The Chamber of Commerce reported:

"Industrial relations were generally satisfactory this year /f9007 
There were no stoppages. There were frequent complaints about tne 
high turnover of workers and also about a noticeable drop in 
productivity, particularly from the smaller firms. With the 
change in the economic cycle, the end of the labour shortage and 
the possibility of laying off inefficient workers there has been 
an improvement .... " 3

The next boom reached its peak in 1907, and once again there was a spate 

of complaints about job-changing. One large engineering firm (not 

named) claimed that on main (monthly) pay days up to one third of the 

workers gave notice. One Gelsenkirchen firm with around 890 workers 

saw 375 resignations in 1906 and 750 in 1907. The problem was common 

throughout the region and some firms resorted to special premium pay­ 

ments to discourage job-changing and poor working. The 1907 factory 

inspectorate report for the eastern Ruhr confirmed these stories:

1. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1878 pp.5-6. This report was almost 
certainly written by Louis Baare.

2. IZF, Volksblatt 25.3.1899.

3. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1900.

h. ibid. 1907.
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labour turnover in the industrial works was unusually great 
in most areas up to around the end of the year. It degenerated 
into a calamity for some works. The great turnover of the first 
three quarters, following cyclical conditions, is the result of 
the fact that the workers easily tend to change their place of 
work during upswings when there is a general demand for labour. 
The dismissals resulting from the slackening business situation 
evidently played a part in the turnover of the last quarter. 
Those works employing a large number of unskilled workers have had 
the greatest part of the turnover. The large iron and steel 
works have particularly suffered. Up to 13? per cent of their 
average work force have given notice in these works". 1

In 1913 too a Bochum employer complained about the way in which his 

workers would not settle down:

"As a result of expansion of the plant I had to take on more 
workers. But the men lack to an extraordinary degree a sense of 
duty and a concern for lasting employment, so that of the many I 
have taken on only a very few stay permanently or for a long time 
and the turnover is very high. It was certainly encouraged by 
the fact that I operated without a system of mutual notice, so 
that the workers could leave when they liked. After the intro­ 
duction of a requirement of two weeks notice the turnover has not 
been so great". 2

It is clear that job changing was common not only amongst the miners but 

also amongst workers in the metal industry.

The turnover figures conceal some differences between groups of workers. 

One observer reported: "The fluctuation is particularly prevalent 

amongst the unmarried workers and the Poles". The official Zeitschrift 

fiir das Bergbau-, Hlitten- und Salinenwesen commented in 1909: "As in the 

past the turnover came less from the older hewers and more from the 

younger single men, the apprentice hewers, the Schlepper and Bremser, who

1 . STAM, RA I GA h93 Gewerbeaufsicht report for Regierungsbezirk Arnsberg 
1907, p.28. See also Crew Industry and Community p.6Lu

2. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1913, p.13.

3. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter, p. 126.



are inclined to leave their former place of work for trivial reasons". 

These contemporary observations were supported by the results of an 

official investigation into the closure of mines in 190U: six pits 

were involved in the Bochum area, employing 3,500 men; in the first 

half of the year nearly 1,000 (28 per cent) of these men had left for 

new areas: but while this included 39 per cent of the single men, only 

16 percent of the married men had gone, and only three per cent of the 

375 married men who owned their own homes. On the other hand it has 

recently been suggested that amongst migrants the married men may have 

been even less stable than the single. The total turnover figures 

may also have been inflated by a certain number of people who changed 

their jobs a number of times in the course of a year. Nevertheless, 

while immigrants, the young and the unmarried may have been more willing 

to move than others, we should not forget that between them these groups 

comprised a substantial majority of the total labour force. Job-changing 

does not appear to have significantly varied from one part of the Ruhr to 

another. Movement can fairly be described as a general characteristic 

of working class life in the area - as perhaps elsewhere in industrializing 

Germany.

1. Zeitschrift fiir das Bergbau-, Htitten- und Salinenwesen 1909, p.233. 
On the categories of mine worker, see chapter U below.

2. WviA., K2 213 Denkschrift betr. die Still egung verschiedener 
Steinkoh]enzechen des Ruhr-Reviers.

3. Crew Industry and Coiwujiity pp.62-63; the figures refer only to 
migrants, not to the population as a whole.

U. Zeitschrift fur das Bergbau-, Hlitten- und Salinenwesen 190?, p.609.

5. The high degree of working class mobility in Germany generally has 
recently been stressed: see L. Niethammer and F. Brilggemeier "Wie 
wohnten Arbeiter im Kaiserreich?" in Archiv fur Sozialgeschichte Bd.XVl 
(1976); Tangewiesche "Wanderungsbewegungen".



It is impossible to understand the characteristics or features of any 

large group of people in isolation from the specific historical forces 

which shaped them. It is clear from what we have already seen that the 

circumstances in which the working class in the Ruhr was formed imposed 

certain crucial features on it, affecting its social and political 

development. It was a class in the very process of formation, sustain­ 

ing a rapid growth throughout the period, a growth fuelled by the large 

scale movement of people from the countryside which continued throughout 

the nineteenth century and beyond. Numerically it was the dominant 

class in the area, yet, because the workers came from different parts 

of Germany and from abroad they had no common cultural or social back­ 

ground, and there was a significant minority who did not even speak 

German. Despite its numerical superiority, therefore, it was an unhomo- 

geneous and potentially a divided body. Later we' will see the crucial 

role of religion in this connection. The nature of the industrial 

processes, in the service of which these people were gathered in the Ruhr, 

encouraged the development and consolidation of a rigid differentiation of 

sex roles, making families crucially dependent on the man's wages, but 

making the "work" arena virtually a male preserve. Finally, we have seen 

how internal migration and job-changing continued throughout the period, 

contributing to the unsettled nature of the new society. When we speak 

of the "working class" in this context it is important to remember that 

its members in any particular locality or works were constantly changing. 

In such a setting the prospects for the development of community feeling 

were poor. We are not, in other words, dealing with an established and 

settled community. We see a class numerically strong but socially dis­ 

orientated, geographically unsettled and culturally diffuse.



CHAPTER 2: HOUSING

The social transformation of an area on the scale described in the 

last chapter inevitably threw up new and hitherto unprecendented 

problems. One such problem which carried with it important implica­ 

tions for the continued development of the new society, was that of 

housing. Both the problem and the solutions found for it throw light 

on the nature of society and social relations at the time.

A housing "problem" first appeared in Bochum in the 1860»s, under the 

impact of the growing population. In 1861 the town authorities com­ 

plained:

"With the rapid population growth of the last few years the housing 
question has also appeared here in an acute form. The rents rise 
quite enormously, often up to three times their former levels, and 
the housing shortage nonetheless remains very great". 1

Three years later the problem seemed even worse:

"One evil from which the labouring classes here also suffer and 
which becomes worse from day to day is the absence of sufficient 
housing. A walk amongst our workers' homes makes plain again and 
again a situation which is not worse in the largest cities. A 
large number of families share their limited accommodation with 
one or several lodgers. The same rooms often serve for living, 
sleeping, cooking, washing and for all other domestic activities. 
People of all ages and both sexes are not separated". 2

Nevertheless, building did go ahead to try to meet the increasing demand 

for housing. The economic boom in particular led to a substantial 

growth in speculative house building, often by small builders. The 

Griesenbach quarter in the south-west of Bochum was the area with the

1. StAB, Hagistratsbericht 1861 p.8.

2. ibid. 186U p.k.
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greatest amount of building, with entire new streets being laid down. 

The area was not very suitable, being damp and poorly drained and some­ 

times afflicted with standing water. The quality of the new buildings 

was also often poor: the outer walls were fairly strong but internal 

ones were not very solid. Because of the price of land the houses 

were kept as narrow as possible. They were generally of three stories, 

with the owner using one floor and letting the others. Despite the 

limitations of the new houses, the building was sufficient to largely 

eliminate the worst of the shortage: "At the beginning of 1873 there

was a definite shortage of homes, especially medium and small ones; by 

the end of the year, however, this had essentially been overcome". 

Because land had already been bought up at high prices during the boom, 

building continued in the first year or so of the depression. As the 

depression continued through the 1870's, however, wages fell and the 

town's population ceased to grow, with the result that the bottom 

dropped out of the housing market. In 1875 the first effects were felt:

"There was a definite surplus of homes, especially in the south­ 
west of the town and in the new streets in other parts, and as a 
result the rents have fallen, sometimes quite markedly compared 
with last year". 2

A year later the situation was even more dramatic: "Whole rows of 

houses are standing empty, particularly at the edge of town, and rents 

are still falling rapidly, particularly in the more outlying parts".

1. ibid. 1873 p.13; Croon "Studien" p.92.

2. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1875 p.25.

3* ibid. 1876 p.15.



The result, as table 7 shows, was that new building came to a halt;

7 Dwelling houses built in Bochum 1870-1881.

83 houses 1876 31 houses

1871 106 " 1877 10 »

1872 19U » 1878 6 "

1873 2hh " 1879 2 "

18?U 177 " 1880 2 "

1875 113 " -.. 1881 2 "

The crash of the 1870's implanted a lasting caution in the minds of 

private builders in Bochum. Henceforth they were more careful before 

committing themselves to ensure that the demand was strong and likely to 

last. This was particularly the case when it came to cheaper accommoda­ 

tion, of the sort that working class families could afford, since it was 

they who were most vulnerable to economic fluctuations. Building for 

the more expensive market was a safer bet:

"Our housing situation has shown an astonishing elasticity, when 
one recalls that in 1876, with a population of around 28,000, there 
were just about as many homes available as in 1882 with a popula­ 
tion of around 38,000. Even today /~1883_7^ when there has been a 
definite improvement in the rent situation, at least as far as the 
landlord is concerned, it is still true that despite the years of 
stagnation in private building there is no shortage of good and 
medium class housing, whereas there is a need for workers' houses - 
a need which grows more and more with the expansion of industry". 2

The Chamber of Commerce made the same point in the following year:

"There was somewhat more building this year than in the preceding 
one, but the housing shortage which in many parts of the district 
is constantly growing was by no means overcome. There was a 
particular shortage of suitable accommodation for workers, since 
practically all new building is concerned exclusively with providing 
larger homes". 3

1. I.ange "Wbhnungsverhaltnisse" p.78,

2. StAB, Magistratsbericht 1881/2.

3. WtfA, HKB Jahresbericht 188lu
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The 1880' s saw the beginning of the recovery from the economic slump 

and a revived demand for labour. Population growth resumed its hectic 

path. This, combined with the reluctance of private builders to build 

appropriate housing, created a veritable housing crisis. The housing 

conditions of the working class became much worse even as the worst of 

the industrial slump (and with it unemployment and low wages) ended* 

This was reflected in the growth of homelessness in the early 1880's. 

In 1883 homelessness became so significant a problem that for the first 

time the town authorities were compelled to intervene, putting some
t

homeless families in the isolation hospital (Reserve-Lazareth). In 

summer 188U fear of a possible cholera outbreak meant that the hospital 

was needed for its proper function, and a special barracks was built 

for homeless and destitute families. By October 20 families were 

living there, paying a rent of one mark a week, which they earned by 

breaking stones for the town. The town's annual report emphasized the 

moral failings of those needing help:

"The families who have been helped belong to the dregs of society, 
though only two of them are being permanently helped from public 
poor relief. Drink and idleness were for most of them the cause 
of their homelessness. Landlords would not accept them even when 
rooms were free because they could not rely on the rent being paid"* 1

But the mayor of Bochum, who did not dispute many of the moral failings 

of those concerned, pointed out in a soecial study that the situation 

was primarily a result of an absolute shortage of housing. Even when 

payment of rent was guaranteed and even when the poor relief authorities

1. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1881| pp.Uli-
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had made the "greatest conceivable efforts" to find private accommoda­ 

tion^ no result was achieved "since because of the immigration from out­ 

side all the accommodation in the town was occupied, and because there 

was an absolute shortage of homes for the working population of the 

town, as has been confirmed by official researches."

Homelessness and destitution remained major problems throughout the 

1880 ! s. In 1885 a second barracks was opened, and in 1889 the isola­ 

tion hospital had to be brought back into service since the barracks
4

were full:

"Because of the high rents, particularly for small homes, and the 
most varied factors which must mostly be blamed on the unreliability 
and unsoundness of the persons concerned, homelessness was suffered 
by various families. Even though various workers 1 houses have been 
built their number stands in no relation to the growth of working 
class families", 2

Building improved from the disastrous level of the late 1870's, but did 

not keep pace with the need. There was particularly little speculative 

building and what there was was aimed primarily at the richer market. 

In 1890 the town authorities could report that thanks to the building of 

the previous two years, "the demand for better and medium class housing 

can be regarded as adequately met for the immediate future, while 

housing for workers remains in short supply and relatively expensive." 

The number of homeless people accommodated by the poor relief authorities 

did not reach its peak until 1891 , when over 300 people were housed in

1. Lange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse" p.

2. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1889/90 p.53.

3. ibid» p.h3.
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the barracks. The figure dropped subsequently, fluctuating in the 

region of 100 to 1?0 until 1909, after which it dropped still lower. 1

The 1890's saw an increase in the amount of housing available. In 

1900 the Chamber of Commerce estimated that in its district (including 

Gelsenkirchen, Witten, Hattingen and Herne in addition to Bochura) the 

population had grown by around hO per cent between 1892 and 1899, while

the building licences issued for housing increased by nearly 70 per

2 cent: "in general there is no longer a real shortage of housing".

Homelessness did not reappear before the war as a major social problem. 

The reoorts on housing in the town's annual reports became brief. 

When, following the example of other cities, a "building advisory 

office" (Bauberatungsstelle) was established in Bochum in 1911, its main 

concern was with the aesthetics of new buildings.

Although the crisis of the 1880's was largely overcome and absolute 

destitution and homelessness declined, the underlying housing situation 

remained gloomy. Rents were high. In the early 1880's it was thought 

that many working class families were paying over a fifth of their 

income in rent. In 1905 a housing association, the Westfalischer 

Verein zur Fflrderung des Kleinwohnungswesens 5 made a substantial survey

1. StAB, Magistratsberichte.

2. WWA, HKB Jahresbericht 1899.

3. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1911, p.109.

U. Lange "Wohnungsvernaltnisse" p.95.
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of housing standards in several Westphalian towns, concentrating on 

the small dwellings of up to five rooms in which the bulk of the 

population lived. They regarded fifteen per cent of a family's 

income as a reasonable rent, but concluded that in Bochum and most Ruhr 

towns a great many families were paying above this level. Average 

annual earnings for mineworkers in the Ruhr in 1905 were slightly under 

1,200 marks, and the average earnings of workers in the Bochumer Verein's 

steel and engineering works were about 1,2?0 marks. Average rents in 

Bochum varied according to the size of the dwelling, being 150 marks for
t

a two-room dwelling, 225 marks for a three-room one, 2?5 for four rooms 

and 333 marks for five rooms. Clearly, family circumstances differed 

considerably and the data do not permit a detailed comparison of family 

income with expenditure on rent. Nevertheless, we are justified in 

concluding that many families were compelled either to live in extremely 

cramped conditions or pay a rent high in relation to their income - or 

both.

Many families did indeed live on top of one another. The Verein took 

as their measure of overcrowding a density of over two people per room 

(including the kitchen). Today we might consider a density of over 

one person per room as an equally appropriate measure. Table 8 

illustrates the degree of overcrowding under both criteria in the housing 

of several Ruhr industrial towns, with KHnster and Arnsberg as non-

1. Westfalischer Verein Ergebnisse I pp.29-30; Koch Bergarbeiter 
-bewegung p.1li9; Dabritz Bochumer Verein Table U.
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industrial controls:

Table 8 Overcrowding in urban housing, 1905.

Total homes Homes with over 2 Homes with over 1

7,783
1,07U

17,OU1

7,301
U,700
5,02U
6,U66
1,681

persons

531
1U3

U,12U
1,806 *
1,135
1,198
1,621

256

per room

<7«
(1356)

(2i£)

 - (2556)

(2li56)

(21$)

(2556)

0556)

person

3,539

5U3
11,952

5,275
3,37U
3,608

U,679
1,028

per room

(U556)
(5156)
(7056)

(7256)
(7256)
(7256)

(7356)
(6156)

Mlinster

Arnsberg

Bochum

Recklinghaus en

Herne

HtJrde

Witten

Hattingen

The survey relates only to small homes, those of up to five rooms. 

But it is clear that a very substantial proportion of the housing stock 

was severely overcrowded. The proportion of people who were living in 

such cramped accommodation was even larger. In Bochum nearly 30,500 

people - or hO per cent of those covered by the survey - were living at

densities of over two persons per room, and almost 70,000 - 81* per cent -

2 were living with more than one person per room. These figures

indicate that even if acute homelessness such as that which had appeared 

in the 1880's had declined, there was still a severe underlying housing 

shortage.

1. Westfalischer Verein Ergebnisse II pp.2?-31.

2. ibid. The situation was comparable with that in the East End of 
london in the 1890's: Stedman Jones Outcast Tondon pp.219-20.



Overcrowding was more common in smaller homes than in larger ones. 

This becomes clear if we compare the proportion of one to three room 

dwellings with over two inhabitants per room with the proportion for 

homes of four and five rooms:

Table 9 Overcrowding by size of dwelling, 1905>«
1

Minster

Arnsberg

Bo chum

Recklinghaus en

Herne

H6rde

Witten

Hattingen

1-3 room dwellings 
with over 2 persons 
per room_______ 

(per cent)

16

22

30

30

27

27

29

19

U-5 room dwellings 
with over 2 persons 
per room_______ 

(per cent)

3

U
10

11

12

12

7

7

Overcrowding was thus concentrated predominantly, if not exclusively, in 

the smaller homes. In this respect the situation had, at least in 

Bochum, worsened over the years. A survey in 1871 had shown that in 

Bochum there had then been an average density of 1 .9 persons per room 

in dwellings of up to five rooms. In 190£ the overall position had 

improved: there were now 1.6 persons per room. But the position 

became worse in the smallest dwellings:

1. Westfalischer Verein Ergebnisse II pp.27-31.
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Dwelling of 
.... rooms

(1871)
1

2

3

U

5
total

(1905)
1
2

3

h

5
total

Total no. 
of rooms

165

2,80U

3,030

1,760

1,070

7,829

h8U

10,85U

20,OU9

12,168

7,025

50,580

Total no. of 
inhabitants

3U7
5,166

5,539
2,73U
1,3U2

15,128

1,513

20,988

3h,620

17,390

7,863

82,371;

Av. no. of people 
per room

2.1

1.8

1.8

1.5

1.2

1.9

3.1

1.9

1.7

1.1*

1.1

1.6

There was thus a greater density of people in the one and two room homes 

in 1905 than in 1871, while the situation in the larger dwellings had 

improved. Despite the building of the 1890's and early 1900's the 

provision of housing had scarcely managed to keep pace with the growth 

of population, and in so far as there had been an improvement it had 

come at the higher end of the social scale. The situation of the worst 

off had deteriorated. There were some extreme cases: in Bochum in 1905 

there were reckoned to be no less than 33 one room dwellings with ten or 

more people living in them, and there were similar instances in the other 

towns surveyed. The Verein concluded that their investigation showed:

1. ibid.; StAB, Magistratsbericht 1871; Lange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse"p.87.
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"how large groups of the population are concentrated in the narrowest 
living space in these towns. The needs of workers 1 families for 
air and space are not usually too highly estimated. These figures 
show unhealthy housing for the large masses of the population". 1

The situation was made even worse in some instances by the practice of

some craftsmen and artisans, such as tailors and shoe-makers, of using

ptheir living room simultaneously as a work-room. One room often

3 served as living room, kitchen, washroom and bedroom. One important

practice was that of taking lodgers or boarders. In Bochum nearly 

ten per cent of the homes surveyed in 190£ had one or more boarders, 

mostly in the larger dwellings but a substantial number in the one or 

two room homes. Even in the larger homes boarders caused drastic 

overcrowding since there was frequently more than one in the household. 

In all the Ruhr towns surveyed around half of all the families with 

boarders took more than one. The Verein commented:

"There is a direct connection between boarding and the overcrowding 
of small homes in these areas. An improvement in conditions in 
this respect would therefore only be achieved if good and 
inexpensive accommodation outside family housing were provided for 
single workers". 5

The Verein recommended that the taking of lodgers in one room homes be 

made illegal, but it is doubtful whether such measures could ever have 

had more than a marginal impact on the problem. The excessive taking

1. IfestfSlischer Verein Ergebnisse II p.6.

2. Tange "Wohnungsverhftltnisse" p.8?.

3. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.215

h. T /estffllischer Verein Ergebnisse II pp.32-38.

5. ibid. II p.1?

6. ibid. II p.11. For a proposed tougher police regulation of the 
	practice, see WA, K2
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of boarders was a direct reflection of the deeper problem of 

insufficient and therefore too expensive housing at the cheaper end of 

the market. The high cost of housing forced poor families either to 

squeeze into cramped accommodation or to sublet some of their home to 

lodgers. In the most extreme cases they did both. After the war 

the Bochum local authority estimated that prior to 1911; the population 

had been outstripping the growth of the housing stock:

"The incomes of large sections of the population were such that 
with the rents of the time many families were unable to rent a 
home suitable and large enough for their needs. '"Where necessity 
did not stand in the way there was frequently a false sense of 
economy and the importance of good accommodation was seriously 
undervalued. The result was that in Bochum many homes - 
particularly the smaller and cheaper ones - were overcrowded and 
left much to be desired in relation to hygiene and morality". 1

Housing and Public Health

The shortage of good housing and the resultant overcrowding had various 

undesirable results. In the first place it hampered the improvement 

of public health. Disease was encouraged by the lack of proper 

sanitation in many homes; by the proximity in which people lived with 

each other in these overcrowded conditions; and by the slow develop­ 

ment of public sanitary reform in the town generally. Cholera 

appeared in Bochum in 181*9 and returned with disastrous force in 1866.

The 1866 outbreak was centred on the Essen area, and at the Zollverein

2 mine alone 80 miners died. In Bochum 230 people were affected by the

disease and 86 of them died. The epidemic was closely related to poor

1. StAB, I'agistratsbericht 1913-2U p.107. Standards in the Ruhr were 
by no means the worst in Germany. See Niethammer and Brttggemeier 
"' lie wohnten Arbeiter?" pp.96-101.

2. K. Seippel Pochum Einst und Jetzt (Bochum, 1901) p.181; Verein fur 
die bergbaulichen Interessen Die Entwicklung des ITiederrheinisch- 
Westfalischen Steinkohlenbergbaues (Berlin, 19Qli) XII p.9V.
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housing. The town authorities reported:

"The disease was present virtually throughout the town but was most 
virulent in parts where bad housing and unhealthy neighbourhoods 
generally favour the spreading of epidemics .... The disease 
appeared in the Gerberstrasse, and just as this street has been 
particularly badly affected by epidemics once they are established 
so this time it was the disease's focus. The poor state of the 
land evidently played an essential part. It is therefore our 
intention to secure the improved drainage of the Gerberstrasse 
and the nearby streets and thereby an improvement in the general 
state of the terrain. This will be achieved by a thorough 
regulation of the neighbouring mill streams, particularly through 
the establishment of an adequate incline. The town engineer is 
already engaged on the preparations". 1

"What made the outbreak even worse was the fact that it coincided with a 

smallpox epidemic. Smallpox had appeared in Bochum in the 18f>0's and 

reaopeared in December 1865. 1*3U7 cases were reported in 1866 and 

1h3 died. From nearly 2,000 school children in the town l|20 - more 

than one in five - were hit by the disease and 36 died. The death 

rate in the town, which had been fluctuating around 31 per thousand in

previous years, stood at almost 73 per thousand in 1866 under the impact

2of this combination.

Despite these outbreaks little was done to improve the town's sanitation. 

The collection of refuse was improved but little else was achieved. 

In 18?1 smallpox returned, even more disastrously than before. This 

time 2,719 people - or almost 13 per cent of the town's population - 

were affected by the disease, and 333 died. All children under twelve 

were vaccinated and there was a general disinfection campaign.

1. StAB, Magistratsbericht 1866 pp.26-27.

2. jbid. p.26; Verein fur did bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des 
...Steinkohleribergbaues XII p.9U. The sanitary situation in Bochum 
and other Ruhr towns was compared unfavourably with Tendon and 
Manchester: StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1868.

3. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1867 p.23. 

k. ibid. 1871 p.55
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This epidemic appears to have stimulated the town's authorities to 

take action to improve public sanitation. In 18?2 an engineer was 

brought in from Berlin to devise a drainage plan for the entire town. 

He proposed to divide Bochum into two drainage areas, both equipped 

with adequate sewage farms. His proposals were only partially 

approved, however, mainly because of the high cost of purchasing land 

for the sewage farms on the town's perimeter. instead it was decided 

to limit the plans to the removal of rain and domestic water and to 

leave sewage disposal to the traditional method of the cess-pool. 

Nevertheless, despite the limited nature of the programme as adopted, 

it did mark the beginning of a sustained effort to improve the sanitary 

provisions of the town. Work continued without interruption through 

subsequent decades on improving the water supply and town drainage. 

In 1886 the mayor could write that "virtually all the houses in the 

town are supplied with the necessary water by the town water supply". 

Nevertheless, there was opposition to the programme: "complaints have 

come from individual house owners who still use wells with bad water or 

let their tenants use them to avoid the water charge. Thanks to the

energetic action of the police such wells have been closed off and these

2 
houses connected to the water supply". By 1895 it was reported that

3 nearly all the more populous parts of the town were effectively drained.

1 . ibid. 1873 p

2. Lange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse" p.86

3. StAB, Magistratsbericht 1895/6 p.$0,
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Other improvements were being made at the same time. By the end of 

the century virtually all the town's streets had been paved and the 

number of gas lights increased from ?0 in 1860 to 8?7; 355 of these 

lights burned all night.

Despite these improvements, however, the sanitation system in Bochum 

was far from adequate by the turn of the century. Potentially

dangerous wells were still in use, and appear to have been a contribu-

p 
tory cause of outbreaks of typhus in 1906 and 190?. Domestic

toilets were still not linked up with the main drainage system. It 

was only after the extension of the town's boundaries in I90lj. that new 

and more comprehensive plans were developed with the aim of incorporating 

the disposal of domestic sewage into the general drainage system. In 

1908 government approval for the plan was granted, and work was underway 

in the following years. Nevertheless, as late as 192U a great deal 

remained to be done before the town was fully equipped with a modern 

sewage disposal system. The 1905 housing survey referred to above 

revealed that many homes did not have their own toilet: in hh per cent 

of the homes surveyed the family had to share with others; 263 

dwellings were found without apparent access to any toilet at all.

1. Seippel Bochum Einst und Jetzt pp.l5U, 163.

2. StAB, I-Iagistratsbericht 1906 p.53; ibid. 190? p.75.

3. ibid. 190U-192I;.

h. Westfalischer Verein Srgebnisse II p.U3.
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Improved drainage and sewage disposal were not the only measures taken 

to try to improve the general health of the area. In 1892 an office 

was established to test the quality of food sold in the town, and from 

1895 the inspection was extended to the surrounding Landkreis. In the 

first years of the tests between 20 and 30 per cent of the food tested 

was below standard; by the early 1900's the proportion had dropped to 

around 10 per cent in the town, although it remained higher in the 

Landkreis* Other health measures included hospital building (there 

were three major ones in Bochum in 1901, and a further one was

founded in 1910), and the subjection of prostitutes to regular health

2checks. On the other hand by 190? Bochum was one of the few

3 Prussian towns without an official school doctor.

Improved public sanitation was accompanied by a gradual decline in the 

death rate and an absence of disastrous epidemics such as those experienced 

in the 1860's and early 18?0's. We have seen that the overall death 

rate in Bochum fell from between 35 and 28 per thousand in 1875-86 to 

between 20 and 15 per thousand in 1905-12. The proportion of deaths 

during the first year of life also declined. In five of the eight 

years 1893-1900 there were between eight and nine such deaths per 

thousand population, and in 1899 the number rose to 1U.7 per thousand. 

In no year between 1901 and 1912 did the figure reach eight per thousand, 

and in 1912 it fell as low as U.6. Cholera did not reappear in Bochum,

1. StAB, Kagistratsberichte.

2. ibid. 1901 p.U8j IZF, Tremonia 28.5.1910.

3. H. Silbergleit Preussens Stadte (Berlin, 1908) p.260.

[i. See chapter 1 above.

5. Statistisches Jahrbuch deutscher StSdte
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although in 188^ preparations were made to deal with a possible out­ 

break. The only reaDpearance of smallpox was in 190h, when it was 

probably introduced by a Belgian woman. It did not have the 

virulence of earlier outbreaks. 25 cases were identified in Bochum 

itself, four in the Landkreis, and one in Hitten. Four people died. 

All the sick were isolated and their homes closed up. There was a 

general disinfection and 50,000 people were vaccinated. In a few 

months the outbreak was eliminated. ~-

>

Despite these improvements, however, there is no doubt that generally 

the area was far from healthy. Typhoid was endemic and caused more 

deaths in relation to the size of the population in the Ruhr than in 

Prussia as a whole. There was an epidemic in Gelsenkirchen in 1901. 

In Bochum ?6 cases were reported in 190U, and between 1906 and 1911 the 

number fluctuated between 33 and 8U each year: over these six years 

there were 320 cases and U6 deaths from typhoid. The cause was impure 

water and foodstuffs, and cases tended to concentrate in certain 

insalubrious districts of the town. Eysentery, which is another 

ingested disease, usually caused by impure water and foodstuffs, also 

tended to be concentrated in the less salubrious areas of the town. 

The outbreak in the summer of 1906, for instance, centred on the 

Bruchstrasse and its side streets. In 1908 it reached epidemic propor-

1. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1881^/5 p.LS.

2. ibid. 190U/5 p.81.

3. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siedlung p.11.

h. Data for the rest of this discussion from StAB, Kagistratsberichte.
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tions in the Thomas strasse and nearby streets -where there were 5k cases, 

while only 27 cases were reported in the rest of the town. Eleven died 

in this outbreak. In 1909 dysentery was again concentrated in the 

older parts of the town, the Thomasstrasse, Gerberstrasse and 

Bruchstrasse. Scarlet fever and diphtheria, which are breathed in, 

were also common: in 190U scarlet fever was reported to be "epidemic" 

in Bochum; the disease was reported to be most common in working 

families with many children. In 1905, when both scarlet fever and 

diphtheria increased, it was reported: "Chronic centres of disease are 

formed in streets heavily populated with large families". Overcrowded 

unsanitary housing conditions thus contributed directly to the ill-health 

and disease which afflicted working class families.

There were occasional epidemics of less common diseases, again probably 

worsened by overcrowding. One such was cerebrospinal meningitis, a 

vicious disease which is inhaled and attacks the fluid around the brain. 

It appeared in Bochum in 190?, and from 77 reported cases 5>0 died. 

Again it was concentrated in a few streets in the old town. The 

following year it appeared in some of the outer areas: from 56 cases 

there were 31 deaths. Further cases were reported in both 1909 and 1910.

The most common illnesses were connected with the respiratory organs. 

In 1893, a year without any major outbreak of disease, it was estimated 

that thirteen per cent of the deaths in the town were due to "consumption"

1. On Germany generally, see Niethammer and Briiggemeier "Wie wohnten 
Arbeiter?" pp.92 -9k  
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(Lungenschwindsucht - tuberculosis). A further twenty per cent were 

caused by "inflammatory diseases of the respiratory organs". These 

diseases were constantly mentioned in subsequent years as the largest 

single killers. In 1912 there were seven deaths from typhus in Bochum, 

33 from diphtheria and 56 from scarlet feverj but 2h3 died from tuber­ 

culosis and I|06 from other respiratory diseases. Consumption was 

Dopularly - though incorrectly - believed to be particularly caused by 

the sharp east winds. In fact tuberculosis is caused by an inhaled 

or ingested organism, but, like influenza and bronchitis, is fostered 

by overcrowded, damp, polluted and poorly ventilated conditions. 

Large sections of Bochum ! s population lived in such conditions.

AH these diseases were general in their scope, and were not particular 

to certain occupational groups. In this they differed from afflictions 

like the worm disease which was rampant amongst the miners in the early 

1900's. They demonstrate that despite the non-recurrence of epidemics 

on the scale of 1866 and 18?1, and desnite the substantial drop in the 

overall death rate, disease was still a serious scourge. Although not 

the only factor involved, the incidence of disease was frequently 

closely related to inadequate and overcrowded accommodation. Poor 

housing was not merely inconvenient: it was often dangerous.

1. ibid. 1893A P-35.

2. ibid. 1897/8 p.hi.

3. See chapter ii below.
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Housing and the family

Amongst contemporaries, however, it was not always the physical and 

sanitary results of bad and overcrowded housing which aroused the most 

comment. Attention was frequently focused more on the moral evils 

which overcrowding brought in its train. The overcrowding and 

particularly the widespread custom of single people boarding with 

families was at times seen as threatening the very existence of the 

family.

The problem was in the first place that the boarding system reinforced 

the financial and social independence of the young. Work in the mines 

depended largely on physical strength, and despite the seniority system 

which we will describe in a later chapter (through which the highest 

wages were reserved to adults), fit young men could earn considerable 

wages while still in their teens. The custom - or compulsion - to 

take boarders made it easy for such youths to leave home and find 

lodgings elsewhere: "in the present industrial district the sons not 

infrequently depart their parents' home practically as soon as they

have left school and get a little money in their hands", reported one

1 local,official gloomily. This was regarded as undesirable since it

led to a breakdown of parental control and social discipline. Another 

local official thought it was impossible to make parents legally

responsible for the behaviour of their sons in the pits because

p"unfortunately most of the young miners around here do not live at home".

1. StAB, hh1, Amt Bochum I to KLB 2b.9.l889,

2. ibid, Amt Herne to KLB 25.9-1889.
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The resulting moral decay threatened the state itself:

"The social democrats here /"HofstedeV are almost all young, 
immature persons who are misled into wasting their money in bars 
and music halls through their high earnings and the lack of home 
supervision. The families of the long established workers 
(Stammarbeiter) and the rural families are the only ones who can 
provide a morally healthy new generation of industrial workers. 
The rising licentious generation form, however, the overwhelming 
majority, and are thus a danger to state order. This danger 
will continue to grow so long as high earnings continue and the 
employers continue to take on every dubious person because of the 
labour shortage". 1

Some employers provided hostels for single workers. In the Bochumer 

Verein it was obligatory for single employees to live in the company 

hostel if they were not at home. In most cases, however, such hostels 

involved fairly stringent rules, and were rejected by the young men in 

favour of the greater freedom and independence of boarding. One 

commentator reported:

"It is a well known fact that the single workers only avoid the 
official establishments and dormitories provided by the companies 
because if they used them they would be compelled to adopt 
punctuality and orderly behaviour. They sacrifice the higher 
cost of alternative lodgings to secure independence - which only 
too often leads to the worst moral failures. It frequently 
happens that half -grown youths leave their parents' home and take 
lodgings in the same area just because they feel their freedom 1 
too limited when under their parents 1 eye". 2

The boarding system was thus thought to contribute to moral decay 

through the liberation of the young from parental control, leaving them 

free to indulge themselves and their passions. The host family, however, 

was also thought to suffer greatly. There were police regulations which

1. StAB, U79, Amt Hofstede to KLB 31.7.1900.

2. Ktinz lage der Bergarbieter p.136.
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attempted to lay down minimum conditions for boarders: in 18?9 

regulations for Dortmund, Bochum, and Hagen decreed, for example, 

that the lodger's bedroom was not to link directly with the family's 

living or bedroom; there was to be at least one bed and one set of 

equipment for each two lodgers; mixing of the sexes in one bedroom 

was forbidden; there was a minimum size of room allowed per person.

These regulations were improved from time to time, but it is doubtful

2 whether they were effective. In any case it was inevitable that the

host family and the boarder(s) should live in very close proximity to
*

one another. The fears about the situation were graphically expressed 

by mayor Lange of Bochum:

"Very great evils have arisen, not just in this town /Bochum__7 but 
also in the neighbouring industrial districts of Westphalia and 
the Rhineland, from the fact that for years the practice has 
existed of accepting single factory and mine workers into families 
who supply board and lodging in return for a modest rent. This 
has created a situation which from a moral view causes the greatest 
concern and which, if complete brutalization and degeneration is to 
be avoided, must be eliminated by all legally acceptable means. 
These single workers stay with married colleagues, usually from the 
same place of work. The arrangement is that they sleep in the 
same crowded rooms where the family lives, and either take their 
meals with the family for an extra payment, or buy their own food 
and for a small sum have it prepared by the housewife. The work 
at the industrial plants is organized in day and night shifts, and 
it has virtually become the rule that while the married worker is 
away from home earning for the upkeep of his often large family 
through the sweat of his brow, his single colleague who is 
receiving his board and keep is at home with the family. In these 
circumstances it happens that he uses the family head's absence to 
seduce his host's wife and young daughter and thus brings unspeak­ 
able misfortune on the family. Apart from the fact that comolete 
demoralization must set in in such a family, children of the most 
tender years must themselves often witness their mother's depravity 
and disgrace; they will therefore themselves inevitably go astray 
and fall into sexual dissolution, degenerate and sooner or later

1 . Tange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse" pp.93-h-

2. '.7V7A, K2 3l2; Niethammer and Brliggemeier "Hie wohnten Arbeiter?" p.119-
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perish as far as morality is concerned. The seduced and dis­ 
honoured wife often becomes so shameless and degenerate that - as 
unfortunately often happens - she becomes herself the procurer 
for her own children and systematically seduces and formally 
guides into Immorality and lewdness inexperienced young workers 
from other parts who thought they could maintain here a home away 
from home. The deceived husband seeks to comfort himself in 
drink for the loss of married faithfulness, the main fundament of 
Christian marriage. He neglects his work, no longer adequately 
cares for his family and goes from drunkenness to loafing, dull 
and indifferent to his lost honour. If at first he restrains 
from crime through fear of punishment, he nevertheless sinks lower 
and lower and finally falls on public charity with his family, 
which has possibly grown in size as a result of his wife's 
adulterous life. This boarding system, which has spread wider 
like a contagion the more that industry has grown, has caused, 
apart from the ruin of many families, multifarious crimes, even 
assault and murder"  1

Lange may have overstated his case: it seems unlikely that boarding 

often led to such a catalogue of dissolution and crimes as he suggested.

In many cases the boarder shared a room with his host's son of about the

2same age - "a custom which is certainly quite unobjectionable".

Nevertheless it is not surorising if many aspects of family life were 

under considerable strain in overcrowded conditions. The moral evils 

of boarding were widely recognised and both boarders themselves and the 

host family were seen as threatened. In 1893 it was estimated that 

twenty per cent of all miners in the Ruhr were boarders, and the 

proportion does not appear to have significantly declined in later years.

1 . Lange "TJohnungsverhaltnisse" pn.92-93.

2. WA, K2 HKB to RPA 17.6.190?.

3. According to George Werner, chairman of the association of overmen 
(Steiger), there were three categories of boarding in the Ruhr: 
"half-board" (bed and limited food), "full-board" (bed and food) and 

"full-full-board" (bed, food and - for no extra payment - the house­ 
wife's favours). The latter may have been rare, but the prevalence 
of boarding has led one recent writer to speak of the "half-open 
family". Niethammer and Erliggemeier "Wie Wohnten Arbeiter?" pp.118ff; 
Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus D.71  
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The custom was "a great danger to the worker's family life".

Company housing

The shortage of good, cheap and salubrious housing posed important 

problems for enrol oyers as well as for workers. labour was in demand 

for most of the period, and a lack of suitable acconmodation was an 

important obstacle to recruitment. local authorities in the Ruhr (on 

which the working-class voice was virtually non-existent) generally 

refused to contemplate undertaking building work themselves, partly
t

because they did not see this as a proper function of local gov< mment
2 and partly because of the cost. The problem of a housing she ,age

was particularly acute in the areas outside the towns: most of i,he new 

pits were situated in what had been open country or small villages. 

As early as 1 868 the Bochum Chamber of Commerce commented that, "the 

larger firms will have to go over to building workers' housing on a 

larger scale if they want to secure a steady and reliable work force". 

The collapse of private speculative house building in the 1870's made 

the need for employers to intervene directly in the housing market even 

more urgent:

1. 1-HJnz I^age der Bergarbeiter p. 136.

2. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik p. 126; Crew Industry and Community pp. 1°0, 
2^8; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.333; Niethammer and Brliggemeier 
";Jie wohnten Arbeiter?" p. 10?. On the origins of local authority 
housebuilding elsewhere in Germany, see C.J. Puchs Zur Wohnungsfrage 
(Leipzig, 1901*) P-U7-

3. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1868 p. 12.
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"With the great increase in the working population which has taken 
place in the last years, private speculative building has not been 
able to satisfy the demand for workers' housing, partly because of 
the unprofitability of such housing in relation to its costs, and 
partly because of the character of our industrial conditions 
 whereby mass redundancies are not uncommon. It will therefore 
have to be left chiefly to industry to meet the housing needs of 
an expanding number of workers". 1

Some mines found themselves faced with the necessity of building

housing early. In 186U the Hannover,, and Hannibal mines built their

2first houses because they were faced with a labour shortage. The

Harpener Bergbau AG found in 1 870 that at their Heinrich Gustav pit 

they were only able to employ 720 men, although they could have used 

up to 1,800. The main problem was a shortage of accommodation, despite 

a company building programme dating from 1863. As the boom progressed,

the labour shortage was felt more acutely, and in 1 872 a major new 

building programme was decided on. Some of the "colonies", as the 

mine -owned estates were known, were large. The Constantin colony in 

Hofstede, built between 1869 and 187h had 65 houses with 123 homes and 

was larger than the original village.

Nevertheless, despite these beginnings the real growth in mine- 

owned housing came after the 1870's, and particularly in the decade 

before the outbreak of war:

1. StAB, Kagistratsbericht 1882/3 p. 3k.

2. Festschrift zum 100 jahrigen Eestehens der Zechen Hannover und 
Hannibal (Bochum, l9Jt7) pp.12, 16.

3. Heinrichsbauer Haroener Pergbau AG (Essen, 1936) p.159. 

)i. Croon "Studien" p.97.
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Table 11 Homes owned by mines in the Ruhr.

1873 6,772 

1893 10,376 

1901 26,250 

1907 52,900 

1912 81,870 

9li,027

This expansion was to a considerable extent a reflection of the develop­ 

ment of mining in the more northerly areas of the Ruhr where there was no 

industrial tradition and where the workers had to be almost all recruited 

from outside and brought in. The Rheinisch-Westfalische Zeitung 

commented in 1901;:

"Finally, and this is the crux of the matter in the development of 
all mines in the underpopulated north, the achievement of such 
production demands a suitable work force. The mines north of the 
Cologne-Minden railway have almost without exception had to resort 
to large scale building of 'colonies' to attract the necessary 
workers". 2

This was reflected in the spread of mine housing in the Bochum district. 

Even as late as 1912 some pits had almost no housing, but they were 

mainly to the south of the town. In the Hattingen area only one of the 

nine Dits had more than eight percent of its workers in its own accommoda 

tion. Around Witten the highest proportion was at Neu Iserlohn II with 

20 per cent of the workers living in mine housing while at some other 

pits the proportion was negligible; at Bm.chs trass e, the flash-point of

1. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siedlung p. MI; G. Adelmann Die soziale 
Betriebsverfassung des Ruhrbergbaues (Bonn, 1962) pp. 163-U; Verein 
fur die bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des . . . Steinkohlenberg 
-baues XII p> 188; Gliickauf

2. VTtfA, K2 213, Rheinisch-Westfalische Zeitung 2.h.190h.
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the 1905 strike, the proportion was 1li per cent. At the south Bochura 

mines, with the exception of General in Weitmar where only three per 

cent lived in mine housing, the proportion lay between 11 and 19 per 

cent. All these areas were traditional mining districts, not far 

from the river Ruhr itself. To the north there was one pit, 

President, which had less than one per cent of its workers in mine 

accommodation, but this was because the mine lay within the town 

itself. All the rest had far higher proportions, ranging up to 

Lothringen with 36 per cent. In the Herne district Julia had 35 per 

cent of its workers in company accommodation, Recklinghausen II had 

almost h6 per cent and Victor had 6? per cent. Similarly in the 

Gelsenkirchen district one mine had 19 per cent, three had 32 to 35 per 

cent and one (Kdnigsgrube) had over 56 per cent; only the long 

established Hibernia had virtually no housing. Even further north, 

amongst the Recklinghausen pits, there were several mines where over 

half the work force lived in company housing. In the Ruhr as a whole

the proportion of miners living in such housing rose from under 20 per

2 cent in 1901 to 33 per cent in 1912 and about 37 per cent in 191U.

Most miners and their families continued to depend on the private 

housing market: but a substantial and rapidly growing minority were 

thus provided for by their employer.

1. STAM, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1837.

2. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siedlung p.lih; Gliickauf 23.5.191 h; 
Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.139. Company housing was present in 
other German industrial centres: a national survey in 1898 
suggested that on average around 18 dwellings had been built for 
every thousand workers in plants with twenty or more workers. 
Fuchs Zur Hphnungsfrage p.lili; Schofer Formation of a modern labor 
force pp. 8Ii-91.



-78 -

Company housing was not limited to the mines. Krupp in Essen was 

perhaps the most famous builder of housing for his workers. In the 

1870's he continued to build when his financial credit was already 

stretched by the crisis and came to the brink of bankruptcy - a course 

of action only possible because of the family nature of his business. 

In Bochum the Bochumer Verein built a home for 126 single workers and 

another building for ten foremen and their families in the 1850's. 

In the following decades they established the "Stahlhausen" colony near 

the factory, to the west of the town. The first houses were of the 

"MUhlhausen" type, comprising a living room and kitchen downstairs, a 

bedroom.upstairs, and cellar, washroom, a small garden and stall for pigs 

or hens. From these small beginnings the company's housing provision

expanded so that by 1900 some 5,000 people lived in Stahlhausen and a

2
further 1,000 in the boarding home for single men. In Gelsenkirchen

the Schalker Gruben- und Hlittenverein provided housing for 628 families 

in 1901. Smaller firms too sometimes provided accommodation: in 1901 

the Bochumer Eisenhiitte Heintzmann und Dreyer, who eirroloyed 170 workers, 

had ten houses (each probably with more than one flat) providing "large, 

cheap homes". ' Breweries also provided housing for some of their 

employees: the Gliickauf brewery in Ueckendorf provided it free, and in 

Dortmund a major denand by brewery workers in their boycott of 1905 was

1. W. Fischer Herz des Reviers (Essen, 1965) p.266.

2. Dabritz Bochumer Verein p.86; I.D. Wolcke Die Entwicklung^der Bochumer 
Innenstadt (Kiel, 196b) r>.l<5; Brinkmann Bochum p.183; Heinrichsbauer 
Industrielle Siedlung PD*.26-27; IZF, Volksblatt 9.5.1900.

3. WV/A, K2 522, Schalker Gruben- und Hlittenverein to HKB h. 5.1901. 

li. SeipDel Bochum Einst und Jetzt p.260.
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that they should not be obliged to live in the brewery. VJhile the 

provision of housing was most marked and carried furthest by the 

northern mines and the large steel and engineering firms, it was there­ 

fore not exclusive to them and can be seen as a general characteristic 

of social relations in the area. The shortage of housing, caused by 

the raoid expansion of industry and intensified by the reluctance of 

private builders to build on a large scale for the working class, was 

being met to a very considerable, and^increasing, extent by the 

provision of housing by the companies themselves.

Company housing was generally of better quality and cheaper than local 

private accommodation. Kost mine dwellings had three or four rooms, 

comoared to the situation in Bochum where the bulk were of two or three*.

2 rooms. In almost all areas, indeed, the most common colony dwellings

were those with four rooms. Again, it was only a small minority that 

did not have at least some garden and facilities for livestock. Rents 

for mine homes were considerably lower than for comparable housing in 

the neighbourhood. How much cheaper they were varied considerably, 

but in the 1901 inquiry into mine housing the cost of similar housing 

elsewhere was almost everywhere estimated to be at least 20 per cent 

more, and sometimes up to or even above twice the price of mine housing.

1. STAM, RA I 76, I-andrat Gelsenkirchen to RPA 25.5.1901; RA I GA h93, 
Gewerbeaufsichtsbericht for Reg. Bezirk Arnsberg 1905.

2. Verein fiir die bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des ...Steinkohlen- 
bergbaues XII pp.192-197; Uestfalischer Verein Ergebnisse II pp.27-31.

3. Verein fiir die bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des .. .Steinkohlen- 
bergbaues XII pp.192-197; R. Hundt Bergarbeiter-Johnungen im jMhrrevier 
(Berlin, 1902) pp.18-21.
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The Bochumer Verein's housing was very favourably described by a delega­ 

tion of visiting English workers in 1906:

"We next came to the colony of workmen's dwellings at 'Stahlhausen 1 
... In our opinion the dwellings are quite up to the standard of 
workmen's requirements and in regard to some of their sanitary 
arrangements they are highly creditable. There is plenty of air 
and plenty of room. The houses stand apart and there is no 
overcrowding. The rent is less than what is asked in the town. 
In the town the average price of a flat is calculated at from ?6 
to 90 shillings per annum per room; whereas in the Colony it is 
5>0/-. No comparison between the two sorts of dwellings, however, 
can be made as regards space and good air and general comforts. 
It must be remembered that the erection of these houses was 
commenced as long ago as 1 86k when so much attention was not paid 
as now to the aesthetic appearance of workmen's dwellings. The 
majority of the houses of the Colony belong to the type known in 
Germany as the Mlihlhausen type .... Each flat has a cellar 
attached to it and most of them have also a small garden, and a 
little shed. A special system of ventilation is here used for 
the closets which answers well. The Firm has set apart about 
forty acres of land which is let to the workmen in small allotments 
as kitchen-gardens for growing their vegetables and potatoes". 1

This happy picture was not always shared. Sometimes the labour needs

of firms was so pressing that they cut corners in their building and 

put in tenants before the houses were complete. The Lothringen pit in 

Gerthe was reported in 1 90? to be building homes in about eight weeks 

and bringing in tenants before the windows and footpaths were complete. 

The estate was deep in mud and standing water. The houses were not 

given time to dry out, and many of the internal walls were therefore 

running with damp and were even mouldy. The building inspectors 

turned a blind eye. The mine gave the tenants free coal and charged 

no rent for the first three months: the arrangement nevertheless

provided them with labour for this period and saved them the expense of

2drying out the house themselves. The Arbeitsmarkt-Korrespondenz

1. Gainsborough Commission Life and labour in Germany (Tondon, 1906) pp.25-6,

2. IISG, Volksblatt 28.12.1907.
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described graphically the situation in the booming Oberhausen area:

"The number of workers there is continuously rising. ' Some days 
see the arrival on the train of hundreds of Slav workers. The 
sudden and enormous flood has caused a dreadful housing calamity. 
Hundreds live in simple barracks. The company colonies are 
literally packed with people. Even though building is unusually 
brisk the supoly of housing does not remotely meet the need. The 
houses are scarcely plastered before they are occupied. There 
ought to be a legal obligation on the companies to ensure the 
necessary accommodation for their workers before they hire them. 
Packing together so many workers in barracks and scantily equipped 
houses is a public danger, particularly since they are foreign and 
from a less cultivated background. Were an epidemic to break out - 
the horror of the situation does not bear consideration". 1

This was an extreme situation and not typical of mine housing. By and 

large there seems no doubt that the quality of such accommodation was 

generally considerably better than private dwellings in the same price 

range. However, the situation does illustrate the pressure which some 

of the new and rapidly expanding mines were under to build homes for 

their workers; and it demonstrates that these homes were not invariably 

of the highest standards.

When firms provided housing in the Ruhr they generally aimed at more 

than the mere provision of accommodation for their workers. They 

tried hard to build not just new homes but new communities. This is 

demonstrated by the lay-out of most of the building. It was not done 

in an ad hoc manner wherever a plot of land became available; rather it 

was done in closed groups of houses, physically isolated from the others 

in the village or town. These groupings, known as "colonies", were 

characteristic of company housing in the Ruhr. Of 858 dwellings owned 

by mines in the south Bochum area in 1901, all but 65 were in colonies;

1. STAM, RA I 98, polizei-Commissar Gelsenkirchen to RPA 31.8.1906.
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in north Bochum, 69! of the 1038 mine-owned dwellings were in colonies. 

In the Herne area, 5?6 of the 1,203 mine-owned dwellings were in 

colonies, and in the Gelsenkirchen area the figure was no less than 

1,783 out of 2,125. The proportions were lower in the older mining 

areas where, anyway, mine-owned housing was not increasing at the same 

pace: in the TJitten district only 96 of the 1±26 company dwellings were 

situated in colonies, and in the Hattingen area 108 out of 302. 

Many other dwellings, while not in "colonies" were in what the surveyors 

described as "enclosed localities" (geschlossene Ortschaften). One 

significant characteristic of company housing was therefore that it 

tended to isolate its inhabitants from the rest of the community.

This tendency was reinforced by the effects of the companies to provide 

other facilities in addition to housing. The Bochumer Verein ran a co­ 

operative store with seven branches for its employees. The colony also

had a kindergarten for children of three to six and a training school

2 for girls of 1h to 17 to teach them "female handicrafts". The same

pattern was found at the Krupn-owned mines Hannover and Hannibal to the 

north of Bochum. These mines had first built houses in the 1860's to 

attract labour, and they continued to exnand their supply thereafter. 

In 1889 Hannover had three separate colonies, providing housing for 18, 

76 and 22 families respectively. Each home had three to five rooms and

1. Verein fttr die bergbaulichen Interessen Entvdcklung des
Steinkohlebergbaues XII pp. 192-1975 Hundt Bergarbijeter Wohnungen 
pp. 18-21; T.--7oike Entwicklung der Bochumer Innenstacft p.5lu

2. Lange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse" p.80; Gainsborough Commission TdLfe and 
labour p.28.
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some garden. Hannibal had one colony of 88 homes, each with four rooms 

and some land. By 1901 Hannover had dwellings for 381 families, and 

Hannibal enough for 102 families. All these homes had some garden and 

facilities for livestock attached. The company also financed a kinder­ 

garten run by three women, one of whom also ran the Glinningfeld colony's 

medical service. The number of such schools was expanded in the 

following years, so that by 190? there were five schools in the various

Krupp colonies, two Catholic and three" Protestant. In addition there
f^

there was a co-operative (company) store.

Despite these benefits, however, the firm found that it was not 

attracting sufficient labour- to take full advantage of the economic boom, 

and that this failure was being compounded by high levels of labour turn­ 

over, which in turn had bad effects on nroductivity. In 1905, therefore, 

it was decided to expand the supply of housing radically, and the building 

of a new colony on the Dahlhausen heath was begun in 1906. In eight 

years ?15 homes for workers and officials were constructed. This was a 

model colony: the houses were not identical or set out in straight rows 

as in the earlier colonies. There was considerable greenery. The 

colony was provided with both a Catholic and a Protestant elementary 

school and there were two schools for very young children. For the girls

1. BA, 20/A h$, "Geschichte der Zeche Hannover"; StAB, h'j2, "Ergebnisse 
der Untersuchung der Betriebs- und Arbeiterverhaltnisse auf den 
Kohlengniben".

2. Verein fur die bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des... Steinkohlen- 
bergbaues XII pp.19)-i-$; BA, 20/C 116, 11?, 118, Jahresberichte of 
Hannover & Hannibal.



there was sewing, domestic work and cookery classes. In 190? a branch 

of the Kmpp library was opened in Hordel and there was also a company 

savings institute. Finally in December 1913 a large hall for 800 

people was opened, with billiard and reading rooms, a bowling alley, 

and rooms for clubs, small meetings and festivities.

The Krupp and Bochumer Verein colonies were unusual in the extent of the 

social provision in their colonies. " Greater resources and determination 

were brought to bear by these large firms than most others could contem­ 

plate. The official investigation into conditions in the Ruhr mining 

districts which followed the 1889 strike described the Krupp social

provisions at the Hannover pit and those of the Bochumer Verein at Marl a -

2Anna und Steinbank as "exemplary". But these firms only carried out

in a large and systematic manner a policy which was common throughout the 

area. The number of company houses expanded considerably, as we have 

already seen, and many companies provided other facilities with them. 

As early as 1889 a number of pits owned or ran stores for their workers, 

in a few instances giving credit and deducting bills from wages. 

Other mines - for example Vollmond5 Unsdr Fritz and von der Heydt -

bought potatoes and sometimes other food-stuffs direct at wholesalers to

3 sell to the workers at cheap rates. In the 1900's almost all the

major companies in and around Bochum purchased foodstuffs in bulk and

1. BA 20/A lif>, "Geschichte der Zeche Hannover" ; Croon "Studien" pp. 105-6; 
BA 20/C 56a, Krupp 'sche Mitteilungen 3.U91U.

2. StAB, Uj5, Denkschrift iiber die Untersuchung der Arbeiter- und
Betriebs-verhaitnisse in den Steinkohlen-Bezirken (Berlin, 1B90) p.hl

3. ibid; StAB, kk2, "Ergebnisse der Untersuchung der Betriebs- und
ArbeitsverhaTbnisse auf den Kohlengruben" ; Tenfelde Sozial^eschichte 
p. 361.



sold them at cost price to their workers. The less famous engineering 

firms provided a range of services: the Gussstahlwerk Witten provided 

a bath-house, a workers 1 restaurant and a store in addition to its 

houses; the Gewerkschaft Orange, a firm which only employed 1UO workers 

at the time, was reported in 1882 to have "tried to improve the lot of 

its workers by the renovation of its workers 1 dwellings, by paving the 

streets of the colony and planting them with trees, by establishing an 

evening school and by granting free medical treatment and medicines to 

their wives and children".

Gardens and allotments were very popular in the Ruhr, largely because 

they enabled working class families to free themselves to some extent 

from total dependence on the man's wages. The mining companies 

recognised this and were at pains to provide not only gardens, but also 

facilities for the keeping of animals. Goats were popular and were 

known as "the miner's cow". An advertisement for men distributed in 

East and West Prussia in 1908 by the Viktor mine (situated near Rauxel) 

emphasized that with every colony dwelling there was "a sizeable shed, 

where each person can keep his pig, his goats or his hens. So the 

worker does not need to purchase every pound of meat or litre of milk". 

Each home also had a garden, so that "everyone can grow his own vegetables,

1 . WWA, K2 816.

2. WWA, HKB Jahresbericht 1882; Gussstahlwerk Witten AG, 
(latten, 1951;) p.?6.
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his Kunrpst and his potatoes which he needs for the summer. Anyone who 

needs more land can lease it cheaply nearby. In addition the mine 

supplies potatoes cheaply in the winter". Of the 858 mine-owned 

dwellings in the south Bochum district in 1901 all had facilities for

keeping livestock, and 768 had gardens. In the north Bochum area the

2figures were respectively 958 and 937, from a total of 1,038 dwellings.

Medical insurance was another important service which most firms offered 

their enroloyees, even before it was made legally obligatory for them to 

do so. The miners were in any event covered by the special occupational 

scheme, the Knappschaft. This institution covered all the pits in the 

area, so that when a man moved from one to another he did not lose his 

insurance cover. This may have been one factor encouraging miners to 

move from one job to another. Non-miners were generally covered by 

company schemes, particularly those who worked for large firms, and 

contributions were usually lost if the man left the firm. In 1901 

seven Bochum firms ran their own health insurance schemes. Only the 

worker himself, however, was covered by compulsory insurance: the 

legislation did not extend to his family. Some firms therefore started 

on their own initiative to extend cover to dependents. The Hibernia 

mine introduced free medical treatment for miners' families in 1897j

1. FLscher-Eckert Lage der Frauen p.59.

2. Hundt Ber.garbeiter Wohnungen pp.18-21.

3. Seippel Bochum Einst und Jetzt p.191; Crew Industry and Community 
p.175; IZF, Volksblatt 7 U.I 900*



- 87 -

and the following year the Harpener Bergbau AG could report that "free 

medical treatment has been introduced at all the company's mines for 

members of workers' and officials' families". 1

The provision of company housing was therefore part of a wider system 

of social provision for their workers by the firms in the Ruhr area. 

The benefits - known collectively as "Wohlfahrtseinrichtungen"-were 

usually a source of great pride to ther companies providing them. Not 

untypical was the picture of Louis Baare painted in a document drawn 

up - probably within the Eochumer Verein - for the Deutscher Handeltag 

in 1910:

"He demonstrated his concern for good relations between employer 
and worker in his capacity of manager through a warm concern for 
his employees. Baare established a beautiful and lasting memorial 
to his activity in the workers' colony of Stahlhausen with its 
Dleasant houses, shady alleys, gardens, playgrounds and creche. 
He created a very beneficial institution in the comfortable home for 
single workers. He cared for the workers' well-being through 
numerous relief funds and other socially beneficial arrangements, 
the last one being on his retirement as general director when he 
donated a large capital sum, the interest on which was to be used 
to support needy wives and widows of employees. That the workers 
felt satisfied under his directorship is demonstrated by the fact 
that over 300 of the firm's employees have been over 25 years in 
its service". 2

Similarly, the Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG, on the fortieth anniversary 

of its foundation, described as the chief example of its social policy 

the provision of housing, "which has aimed not just at providing the 

necessary accommodation for the necessary manpower, but above all at 

creating healthy and cosy homes ... All these institutions demonstrate

1. 25 Jahre Bergwerksgesellschaft Hibernia (Dtisseldorf, 1898) p.76; 
Gliickauf 29.10.1898.

2. WVJA, K2 92.



that the Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG has remembered the social obliga­ 

tions which have been brought to the consciousness of our age more than 

ever before". There is no doubt that the housing and other social 

provisions were of considerable benefit to many workers; company 

housing, because of its quality and cheapness was often in considerable 

demand and the other benefits were also of clear and tangible advantage 

to the beneficiaries.

Notwithstanding such considerations, the provisions were of considerable 

advantage to the companies as well as the workers. The official 

Government mining journal noted that, "in the majority of cases the 

employer who institutes ¥ohlfahrtseinrichtungen serves not only the

wellbeing of his workers but also - consciously or unconsciously - his

2 own interest." This was very clear in areas where without company

housing the pits simply would not have been able to recruit sufficient 

labour. In such situations the cost of building the houses and charging 

rents below the market rate were subsumed by the expanded! production 

which only an increased work force allowed. Most firms and mines were 

not faced with creating an entirely new labour force in this way: but 

they were confronted with a substantial problem in keeping the workers 

that they had. Labour turnover was a constant problem for employers 

throughout this period. It was a serious restriction on productivity, 

and it tended to encourage a general bidding up of wages as employers

1. Gelsenkirchener Eergwerks AG 1873-1913 (Dllsseldorf, n.d.) pp.23-U.

2. Zeitschrift fur das Eerg- Hutten- und Salinenwesen 1906 p.3.
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competed with each other for labour. Company housing and other 

benefits could help in this situation. Fritz Baare (the son and 

successor of Louis) explained at the Bochumer Verein's 1898 AGM the 

important role of housing in creating a settled and contented work 

force and the advantage which this gave in the competition for labour:

"It is clear that because of the generally increased activity in 
the foundries and the mining industry there have been temporary 
shortages of able workers. This was felt here less than elsewhere. 
I believe that I can explain this, through the fact that we are in 
the happy position of being able to offer a large part of our work 
force good, healthy, and cheap accommodation - for the single 
worker in our lodging house which is recognised for its excellent 
installations, and for the married in suitably built family homes. 
That our efforts for the benefit of our work force have fallen on 
good soil is probably best demonstrated by the fact that at present 
the number of officials, foremen and workers who have belonged to 
our concern for over 25 uninterrupted years has risen to about 700". 2

He took up the theme again the following year:

"The shortage of capable labour which I mentioned last year has 
become more serious with the increased activity of the foundry and 
mining industries. If nonetheless in our concern, the cast steel 
works, the turnover of workers has only moderately increased on 
last year, this confirms my statement of last year that this is 
primarily to be attributed to our good institutions for married and 
single workers. This year too we have established a number of new 
family dwellings in the well understood interest of the worker and 
of our company, and it is out intention to continue to give this 
important question our particular attention. We can attribute our 
good and well ordered relationships to the fact that we could work 
without important interruptions in all departments and meet our 
commitments, although this was not easy with the heavy claims on 
our work shops and the strong demand for our products". 3

The number of workers who had stayed irith the firm for 25 or even more 

years was a favourite index of the success of companies 1 social policies.

1. Pieper Tage der Eergarbeiter p.12U.

2. STAM RA I GA 355. In 1898 the company employed 9,221 men in the 
metal works and 3,221 in the mines.

3. STAM, RA I GA 336.



Such men were the heroes of company festivities at which their praises 

were sung and the other workers were encouraged to emulate their 

loyalty and years of hard work for the company. The Gelsenkirchener 

Bergwerks AG listed its social spending in its own 25-year anniversary 

publication and commented:

"The company can partly attribute to these institutions the fact 
that a substantial number of its officials and workers have already 
celebrated or are celebrating their 25 year anniversary of activity 
at the company's mines. This will be a good omen for the 
continued growth, blossoming and" prosperity of the firm, which now 
enters its 26th year in the old miner's calling". 1

The costs, on the other hand, were not necessarily high, despite the 

initial capital expenditure. In 1888 the Bochumer Verein board 

decided to embark on a new house-building programme, "in consideration 

of the fact that the rents for workers' accommodation are considerably 

more expensive in the town than in Stahlhausen, that there is a constant 

and very high demand for them, and finally that the Stahlhausen houses,

which are better and healthier than the average of the town, are profit-

2able in srdte of the low rents..."

There is no doubt that company housing did greatly reduce the willingness 

of workers to leave their job and seek work elsewhere. Company housing 

was always given strictly on condition that the tenant worked for the 

firm or pit concerned. To leave his job, therefore, meant also leaving 

his home, and while such a course was possible it was not to be undertaken 

lightly. There is evidence that colony dwellers were far less mobile

1. Zur Feier des 2f?-.iahrigen Bestehens der Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG 
1873-1898 (D(isseldorf,nd).

2. KA, 129 00 Verwaltungsrathssitzung 16.2.1
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than workers at the same mines living in private accommodation;

Table 12 labour turnover at Bo chum mines, 1900.

Ifine Turnover of Turnover of colony
all workers dwellers______
(per cent) (per cent)

(South Bochum)

Dannenbaum 5b 0

Prinz Regent 5U 1
Prinz v. Preussen 1? 0

Heinrich Gustav 58 3

Vollmond 37 6
Frlederica 5U 0

(North Bochum)

Constantin 1;9 0
Hannibal 51 2

Carolinengllick 75 3
Hannover 33 2
Lothringen U9 9

The difference between the turnover rates for all workers and those for 

colony dwellers only is very marked and demonstrates the efficacy of 

mine housing as a means of reducing job changing. The turnover rate 

amongst colony dwellers does seem to have increased in the later years

of the decade, reaching 25 to 30 per cent in 1908-10, but even at this

2 level it remained considerably below the turnover rate for all miners.

1 . Hundt Eergarbeiter Wohnungen pp.3h-5. "Turnover" is quantified by 
adding the departing to the hired workers.

2. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siedlung p.52.
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The economic advantages of a reduced labour turnover were recognized, 

if not readily quantifiable. A settled and loyal group of workers was 

clearly more productive than one which was constantly changing. The 

Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG's first annual reoort commented:

"The increase in our workers 1 housing, particularly through the 
establishment of the Ottiliene colony, plays a vital role. The 
expansion of our work force through settled workers and the 
resulting considerable increase in productivity is mostly a result 
of this. This factor, as well as the increase and improvement of 
our other building investments, will in future be of increasing 
benefit to production". 1

It is not possible to quantify the productivity loss through job changing 

since there were other factors which also affected output, but it took 

some time for a worker new to a pit to adjust fully to the new conditions 

and achieve his full potential. This was particularly important when - 

as was often the case in the Ruhr - there were wide variations in such 

crucial factors as the hardness of the seams from one pit to another. 

Writing in the 1930's, however, one writer observed, "Before the war

every new miner's house was reckoned to be worth an increased production

2of k50 tons". The mines inspector Robert Hundt commented in 1902:

"The provision of good housing for the workers is the best and only 
means in the Ruhr coal mining district for making the workers 
settled and of limiting the extremely strong labour turnover. The 
low interest on the capital outlay is only illusory. In reality 
the higher productivity of a settled work force which understands 
the character of the seams will soon more than compensate for the 
lack of interest on capital. The building of good housing is thus 
as much to the economic advantage of the employer as to that of the 
workers". 3

1 . Quoted in Zum Feier des 25-.1ahrigen Bestehens der GBAG.

2. Heinrichsbauer Industrielle Siediting p.U2. See also E. Oberschuir 
Die Heranziehiing und Sesshaftmachung von Bergarbeitern im 
Ruhrkohlenbecken (Dlisseldorf, 1910) pp.1U-l5; M. Metzner Soziale 
Fiirsorge (Jena, 1911) p.8; Pieper T-age der Eergarbeiter p.l2h.

3. Hundt Bergarbeiter Wohnungen p.39. The scope for pure altruism was 
limited since "only a small minority of companies (of which Krupp was 
one) were owned by an individual or family: almost all managers had 
to answer to shareholders. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.198.
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Most employers probably did not ultimately distinguish between self 

interest and a responsible concern for their employees' well-being. 

Men like Alfred Krupp and Louis Baare were not mean -minded or overtly 

calculating in their social provisions. The provision of benefits for 

their workers helped many employers to legitimize their wealth and power 

in their own eyes and in those of their contemporaries. They would not 

have rejected the title "paternalist" since they saw the firm very much 

as a kind of extended family. All worked for the common good, each 

according to his ability and station. It was the duty of the more 

fortunate to care for their more lowly brethren 5 but equally it was the 

duty of the head of the "family" to ensure that the overall good took 

precedence over any ill -conceived short-term aspirations from the junior 

members. No challenge to their stewardship was to be tolerated, but so 

long as everyone willingly accepted his place within the hierarchy they 

were genuinely munificent. The notion of the firm as a family reached 

its apogee in the periodic company anniversary celebrations. At these 

those who had dedicated long years to the company were honoured and held 

up as examples to the other workers. The twin notions of life -long 

commitment to the firm and the firm's duty to care for its employees 

were expressed by Engineer Capelle at the Bochumer Verein's 1 89U 

anniversary celebrations:

"It is frequently asserted that in modern industrial works the old 
dependence and the former good and to some extent patriarchal 
relationship between employer and employee has been lost. In some 
places this may be true. But the large number of men celebrating 
their jubilee T.dth us proves that this is not the case vith the 
Bochumer Verein. Here the initiative of the general director and
the willingness of the board to provide the means have created a 
profusion of Wohlfahrtseinrichtungen which I do not need to 
enumerate since they are known to all of us. We cannot better 
express our thanks for everything which has been done for us in 
this way in the past and particularly today than to make a solemn 
vow to stay true~ in future to the flag around which we gathered 25
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years ago or more. We wish to do our duty and fulfil our 
obligations until a higher Power orders: 'Now is the time for rest 1 . 11

The provision of housing and other social facilities was an expression 

of duty, a natural responsibility of those at the top of the community 

to those below them. It was a tangible means towards achieving the

harmony of a deeply hierarchic society, the creation of what has been

2 described as a "moral community". It was an approach and a conception

of social obligation on the part of the bourgeois leaders of society 

very reminiscent of the role of the aristocracy in a more traditional

setting.

Nevertheless, our concern here is not primarily with the reasons or the 

psychological justifications for the firms 1 policies, but with their 

social effects and particularly their impact on the formation of the 

new working class. There were several important effects. In the 

first place, social provision by the firms did give tangible expression 

to the firm as a community of interest. Many workers were provided by 

their employer with homes and other facilities the like of which they 

had never before enjoyed, and had little likelihood of finding elsewhere. 

Loyalty and good service clearly did pay dividends. Although company 

propaganda doubtless greatly exaggerated it, there is no reason to doubt 

that many workers were effectively encouraged to see their real support 

in their firm, and to have their hopes and aspirations concentrated 

primarily on it. The appeal of class, as against company, was thus 

appreciably dimmed.

1. Bochumer Verein Eericht liber die Jubel-Feier des Eochumer Verein 
(?ochmn, 189U) p.7.

2. Crew Industry and Community pp.1^0 ff.
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The provision of company housing, particularly in the form of colonies, 

had the further important consequence of helping to preserve and 

consolidate divisions amongst the workers. The status of those who 

lived in the colonies seems to have differed between the large 

engineering firms such as the Bochumer Verein or Krupp on the one hand, 

where to be accepted by the firm as a permanent employee and given a 

company home was a sign of skill and standing, and the mines on the 

other, where the colonies were frequently held to be socially inferior. 

This was partly because most mine workers were relatively unskilled
t

anyway, but also because the pit colonies were to a great extent 

inhabited by recent immigrants, in later years particularly immigrants 

from the east. Many such people were forced to rely on company 

housing, having no other connections in the area through whom to find 

alternative accommodation. The result was that some colonies were 

full of immigrants, who, because of the physical and social isolation of 

the colonies, had relatively little contact with other workers. One 

contemporary observer reported the social isolation of a Hamborn colony, 

particularly as it affected the children:

"In the schools the children of officials, prosperous artisans 
and workers sit together in a healthy mix and learn from one 
another. But whereas in the private dwellings this co-existance 
continues at play, in the colonies the /"workers^/ children only 
have each others' company in their free time. There is a complete 
lack of mutual influence with other social classes. One mother of 
seven, whose friendly, clean household I admired with delight, 
complained to me: 'It is good to live here; in the toi-m we would 
get nothing with seven children. But the colony is still the 
colony, and for the children it is worthless. They neither see 
nor hear anything better, and the bad example makes them forget all 
my exhortations'." 1

1. Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen pD.35-36.
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This social isolation could be reassuring to some, particularly those 

new to industrial society. The advertisement for workers put out in 

East and Tvest Prussia in 1908 by the viktor pit, to which we have 

already alluded, specifically sought to reassure potential (Masurian) 

immigrants that they would not need to mix with non-Masurians:

"MasuriansJ The mine seeks honest, decent families for this 
quite new colony. If possible the colony will be inhabited only 
with Masurian families, so they may live entirely amongst each 
other and need have nothing to do with Poles, East Prussians etc. 
Everyone can think that he was in~his Masurian homeland. There 
are Masurians who have already worked at the mine for a long time 
and feel content with the decent treatment they have received. 
Such a worker will soon appear in Masuria as a witness to this".

This picture was riot too far removed from the reality of at least some 

colonies. The Frankfurter Zeitung's correspondent described the 

position of the Polish colonies in 1902:

"From the Polish immigrants at least sixty per cent are in the 
colonies and have no steady communication with the natives. In 
my neighbourhood there are great colonies with several hundred 
households. If anyone wants convincing, let him go there: he 
would imagine he was in 'Greater Poland 1 . Not only the adults 
but also the children speak Polish. These extensive company 
colonies are thus Polish enclaves on German soil. The pit manage­ 
ment are naturally perfectly aware of this development, but do 
nothing to alleviate it in 'alldeutsche 1 spirit..." 2

The gap between the immigrant colonies and other workers was in turn 

reinforced by the contempt with which the immigrants - particularly 

taken en masse in colonies - were often regarded. The Germans often 

found their manners rough and their homes squalid. Colonies with a 

preponderant Polish element were known as "Polack colonies". One 

German from Datteln ("Steinfeld") told a later researcher:

1. Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen p.61.

2. Frankfurter Zeitung 1902 no.35, quoted in Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter
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"The pits needed men. So all sorts of riff-raff came who could not 
find work elsewhere, the 'dryers 1 who only lived in the new houses 
until they were dried out, many Italians, Croats and Poles. "When 
the Poles arrived they were still servile and kissed one's shoes. 
But when they had had three pay days that was all over; then they 
became brazen. There was disorder and quarrelling in these new 
houses. What did they have? They got beds from the mine and then 
some boards and crates, that was all. On pay days there were 
regular punch-ups". 1

The inhabitants of such colonies were popularly referred to as the "rabble" 

(Pack). 2

The colonies thus contributed considerably to the preservation in the 

new industrial environment of the existing ethnic and regional 

differences between workers, a further factor considerably reducing the 

strength of appeals to the common interests binding all workers in the 

area together. This naturally helped the employers to preserve their 

authority from serious challenge. The colonies were also of more direct 

assistance to them in this. Residents were subject to often strict 

rules and were more generally exposed to the power of the employer. 

Thus the "House Rules" of the Eochumer Verein's home for single workers 

decreed that, "Every inhabitant must obey unconditionally the directions 

of the administrator and the supervisor", and then proceeded to lay down 

detailed rules about what was and what was not allowed. Some laid down 

elementary and comnon sense practices of good social behaviour, although 

with what appears now as a rather heavy handed rigidity: if a fire broke 

out anywhere on the firm's premises the men had to help put it out, on pain 

of a fine if they slipped out of their obligation- they were not to lie on

1. H. Croon and K. Utermann Zeche und Gemeinde (Tubingen, 1958) p.18.

2. G. Kliss Wanderung der Ostpreussen p.22. Even Dr. Pieper, a defender 
of the Poles, agreed that the Silesian and Bohemian miners "are 
generally on a lower level of living". Pieper J-a^e der Bergarbeiter p.21



or in bed with dirty clothing, and smoking in bed was forbidden; drunken­ 

ness and fighting was not to be tolerated. Other rules appear more 

restrictive: visitors were only allowed with the administrator's 

permission; the men could not visit each other's rooms; they had to 

attend lunch.... These restrictions were not welcomed by many of the 

young men. The Gainsborough Commission commented that, "it is true 

that many of the men do not like the clause in their contract compelling

them to lodge and board with the firm}- but it is impossible to contest

2the advantages that accrue to them from the system". Most colonies

had at least some similar rules, aiming at the suppression of uncleanliness 

and drunkenness and other behaviour which was regarded as anti-social and 

to which the raw immigrant was sometimes felt to be particularly susceptible, 

Robert Hundt thought the colonies were particularly useful for preserving 

law and order and acclimatizing newcomers to the industrial (and German) 

environment:

"The settlement of workers in colonies has at least the advantage 
- not to be underestimated - over the building of scattered housing 
that it makes the maintenance of order and adequate cleanliness 
easier. All mines which own a large number of workers' houses 
have appointed administrators who are only concerned with the control 
of workers' dwellings". 3

Influential though rules and colony managers may have been in enforcing 

new and not always welcome rules and codes of conduct on newcomers to 

the industrial environment, the really vital power which the existence

1. Tange "Wohnungsverhaltnisse" pp.83-5>.

2. Gainsborough Commission lAfe and Labour p.26.

3. Hundt Bergarbeiter Wohnungen pp.30-31  
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of the colonies gave to the companies stemmed from the link they created 

between a man's home and his job. These homes were only let on condition 

that the tenant - and frequently his able-bodied sons and lodgers - worked 

for the employer involved* The lease agreements often made this explicit. 

Thus the Bergbau-Gesellschaft Neu Essen included the following paragraphs 

in its agreements with tenants:

11 U. Voluntary 1h days notice is reserved to both sides, to be 
implemented at the end of the calendar month and given at the 
latest on the 15th of the month.

If the tenant leaves his employment at the owner's works after legal 
notice the lease agreement expires with the ending of employment 
without the necessity of any special notice on the part of the owner. 
If the tenant is given notice by the company management, notice of 
the lease agreement is implicitly contained in it, and the dwelling 
is to be evacuated on the expiry of 1U days notice. The dwelling 
is to be handed over completely cleaned.

5. If the tenant does not evacuate the dwelling at the correct 
time, the mine administration has the right to remove him from the 
dwelling, without legal and other formalities, and without liability 
for damages of any sort, particularly for those to furniture taken 
out of the dwelling.

11. Sub-letting is only allowed with the permission of the ownerj 
lodgers are allowed, but only when they are employed at the owner's 
works. A lodger must be immediately removed if he behaves in an 
unseemly manner. He must also leave the dwelling on the day of his 
last shift at the owner's works.

12. The tenant is obliged to let his sons, so long as they do not 
select another career, take up employment at the owner's works from 
their completed fourteenth year".

Paragraph 1k listed circumstances where the owner could regard the contract 

as broken and call for immediate evacuation of the dwelling. It included:

"Ilia) If the tenant arbitrarily gives up work at the owner's mine 
without fulfilling the legal requirement for notice". 1

The lease agreement at the Helene und Amalia mine in the Essen area

1. STAM, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1837.
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included broadly the same provisions:

'^2. The sub-letting of the entire dwelling or individual parts of 
it is not allowed. The tenant may take as lodgers only workers at 
the Helene und Analia mine.

8. In case of unpunctual payment of rent or non-fulfilment of the 
other obligations on the tenant, or in case of disruption of the 
peace and order of the house, or in case of incompatibility between 
the tenant or one of his household with the other inhabitants of the 
house and neighbours, or if the employment relationship between the 
tenant and the owner is terminated, whether through notice from one 
side or the other or for other reasons, the owner is entitled to 
suspend the present agreement at any time without notice and to 
demand the immediate evacuation of- the dwelling". 1

With such a lease the worker's home was effectively tied to his job. If 

- for any reason - he made himself unpopular with management and lost his 

job he had no more than a couple of weeks before he was liable to lose his 

home too. If he were to stop work without giving the obligatory two 

weeks notice - and most strikes fell into this category - he could be 

required to leave his home immediately. We shall see when we look at 

strikes that this was a power which employers were sometimes willing to 

invoke. However, perhaps more important than the cases where men were 

actually thrown out of their homes was the general vulnerability of 

large numbers of workers to their employers, a vulnerability which 

exerted its influence at all times, not just when the power was actually 

invoked. The miners' union paper described company housing as "the 

worker's chains, which bind hirr: to the employer":

"For the inhabitants of such dwellings, which are in fact relatively 
cheap, this advantage is lost twice over through the dependence in 
which he is placed. He allows a small reduction of wages to take 
place without protest, simply with the thought that the advantage 
of a better wage he might obtain elsewhere will be lost through the 
higher rent he would have to pay there. He will usually submit to 
the most unworthy treatment, in the knowledge that otherwise he may 
be ejected from his cheap home, and that any dismissal involves the 
danger of suddenly finding himself on the pavement". 2

1. ibid.

2. IZF, Deutsche Berg- und Hiittenarbeiter Zeitung 2.7.1898,
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The growth of company housing, particularly in the form of closed 

colonies, thus weakened and hindered the growth of working class 

consciousness and solidarity. In its place it helped to foster the 

development of a "company consciousness". Workers in them were 

isolated not only from other social classes, but also from other workers. 

This helped to reinforce the ethnic and linguistic differences, 

particularly when the inhabitants of a colony all or predominantly came 

from the same home district. Such immigrants had little need or 

incentive to integrate with or even get to know native workers. At the 

same time their dependence on the employer was only too apparent. Some­ 

times employers went to some lengths to make the company a focus of real 

and deep loyalty by providing benefits and advantages for their workers. 

In other cases fear of losing home and job was perhaps a more potent 

force than active loyalty to the employer. In either case, however, the 

worker was encouraged to think primarily in terms of his company and 

employer and not in terms of his co-workers as an effective focus for his 

hopes and aspirations.

Conclusion

We have seen that the conditions which the thousands of immigrants and 

their families met when they arrived in the Ruhr were less than satis­ 

factory. There was a serious shortage of housing, particularly 

aggravated by the collapse of private building for the poorer classes 

after the slump of the 1870's. The result was that private housing for 

workers was expensive and overcrowded. It frequently lacked elementary 

sanitation and was unhealthy. The increasingly popular solution was a 

very considerable expansion of company housing, typically in the form of
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colonies. The only other obvious solution, the development of 

municipal housing, does not appear to have been given serious considera­ 

tion, largely because town councils were dominated by employers. The 

preferred solution, however, had important effects on the social 

relations of the area. Workers were made dependent on their employer 

for their homes, and through the construction of largely self-contained 

colonies were largely isolated from other workers. This facilitated 

the attempts of employers not only to^reduce job changing and competitive 

wage bidding, but also to encourage their workers to see the company as 

their prime focus of loyalty. By the same token it made the development 

of class consciousness amongst the new working class more difficult. 

The effect of the solution found to the housing problem was thus to 

accentuate the divisions amongst workers and strengthen the power of the 

employers.

1. Crew Industry and Community pp.190 , 258; Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik p.126,
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CHAPTER 3; RELIGION

We have seen that the working class in the Ruhr at the end of the nine­ 

teenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries was a largely new 

and a rapidly growing creation; but that the conditions under which it 

grew were not very conducive to the development of solidarity and class 

unity. We have noted particularly ethnic and linguistic divisions, the 

high geographical mobility of large numbers of workers and the divisions 

caused by coirroany housing. But perhaps the greatest impediment to the
4

emergence of a united working class movement, particularly one with a 

socialist orientation, was the role of religion in the Ruhr.

Miners in the Ruhr in the nineteenth century had a strong sense of their 

vulnerability to imminent danger and of the importance of religion. 

Shifts traditionally started with a prayer or hymn - a practice which in 

some places continued up to the Second World War. Work on Sundays and 

holy days was very exceptional until the technical developments of the 

mid-nineteenth century made it essential. Church attendance was general: 

in the 1880's the Friedenskirche in Schalke was sometimes unable to take 

all the worshippers. Over the next decades, Church attendance appears to

have declined, amongst both the upper classes of society and also amongst

2workers. Nevertheless, religion continued to exert a significant appeal

to many workers. Otto Hue - himself a socialist - observed in the I890 1 s:

1. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.96-7, 127.

2. W. Brepohl Industrievolk Ruhrgebiet (TUbingen, 19!?7) p. 132.
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"Very few miners are complete atheists. Many claim to be, but if 
one looks more closely one discovers that the apparent denier of God 
is an unconscious pantheist who sees God in every" expression of 
nature... The average miner is deeply religious, even when - as is 
very common - he attends no Church. And the man who disputes God 
out of existence lets him in again through the back door/ The 
collier does not, however, generally dispute about abstract matters; 
he is taciturn, a result of his long work in the lonely depths". 1

Many workers in the Ruhr had arrived directly from rural backgrounds 

where the priest or minister still wielded his traditional authority. 

And it is very likely that many wives continued to maintain their faith 

and attend Church even after their husbands had ceased to do so.

The Ruhr was traditionally a place of mixed denominations, predominantly 

Catholic in the west, in towns such as Duisburg and Essen which were near 

the Catholic centres of the Rhineland, and mainly Protestant in the east, 

around Dortmund. Bochum, situated between Essen and Dortmund, was 

fairly evenly balanced. In the Altstadt there was a permanent Catholic

majority: 53 per cent of the total population in 18kO, 61 per cent in
o

1871 and 52 per cent in 1900. Table 13 gives the denominational break­ 

down of the Altstadt in 1900:

	3Table 13 Denominational breakdown, Bochum Altstadt 1900.

Catholic 31|,819

Lutheran 29,h65

Baptist 212

"Di^ident en" 9h

Old Catholics 31

Jews 933

1. Hue Neutrale oder parteiische Gewerkschaften? pp.90-91.

2. StAB, Magistrats Bericht 18?1,' WA, K2 359.

3. Seippel Bochum Einst und Jetzt p.51   These figures do not match 
exactly those for 1900 given above, but the difference is marginal.
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Catholicism was stronger amongst workers than amongst the population at 

large. In 190? hi per cent of the total population of the town of 

Bochum (taking the enlarged 190^ boundaries) were Catholic, but amongst 

the workers the proportion was 51 per cent. The proportion varied 

from one industry to another:

Table 1lj. Catholics as a proportion of workers by industry, Bochum 1907*

Wood industry ' 61 per cent

Construction 60 " "

Foodstuffs 57 " "

Transport 53 " "

Commerce 53 " "

Kining 50 " "

Engineering 1+9 " "

Stone £ earth hi " "

Hostelries hi " "

I'etal production 36 " "

Thus in all the major industries apart from metals, around half or more 

of the workers were Catholics.

The denominational groups were not spread evenly geographically. Table 

15 shows the proportions of the total population who were Catholic in the 

various Gemeinde/iin and around Bochum in 18?1 and 1912:

1. Statistik des deutschen Reiches Bd.20? pp.608 ff.
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Table 15 Catholics in town and Landkreis Bochum, 1871 and 1912,

1912

Population Catholics % Population Catholics %

Altstadt

Grumme

Hofstede

Harame

¥i emelhaus en

Town - total

Riemke

Somborn

Altenbochum

Weitmar

Hordel

Werne

Langendreer

Gerthe & Hiltrop

Laer

Querenberg

Bergen

Stockum & Diiren
Harpen

Landkreis - total

21,193
731

1,928
2,656
2,266

28,828

829
U59

1,510
3,U61

790
2,591
i*,8i*2

951
1,696

906
6h

1,303
1,338

120,71*0

12,96h
577

1,165
1,1*6U
1,OU1

17,211.

628
131*
801

1,6oU
271
5U6
691
129
273

97
10

103
87

5,371*

61
79
59
55
1*6

-.60

76
29
53
1*6
31*
21
11*
11*
16
11
16

8
7

26

7U, 970
6,582
9,835

23,330
25,690

1hO,h07

7,63U
3,066
9,792

22,7U1
8,268

17,808
27,052
9,087
6,880
2,I|07

27,052
3,922
5,133

150,8U2

39,56U
3,893
U,657

1 0, 6U3
13,078

71,835

U,6W
1,075
U,868

10,3Uh
U,135
5,926
7,U5U
h,070
1,721
1,126

7,U5U
677
U56

53,9h7

53
59
hi
h6
51

51

61
35
50
U5
50
33
28
U5
25
1*7
28
17

9

36

Overall, the Catholics declined slightly as a proportion of the population 

- from U6 per cent of the total town and T-andkreis in 1871 to h3 per cent 

in 1912. Immigration from Catholic areas such as Prussian Poland was

1. Croon "Stridden" p.95; StAB, Magistrats Bericht 1871; F. Knipping
Zur Eochumer Eingemeindungsfrage (Bochum, 1917) Anlage U; WV7A, K2 359-
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offset by Protestant immigrants. The greatest change over the fifty 

years 18?1 to 1912 was that the denominations had become more mixed: in 

1 871 there were three Gemeindenwhere Catholics comprised over sixty per 

cent of the population and eight where they were less than a quarter; 

by 1912 the number of such Gemeinde/iwas down to one and two respectively. 

Almost all the Gemeinde^ by 1912, had a denominational mix similar to 

that of the area as a whole.

This does not mean, however, that sectarian barriers were necessarily 

dissolving. Many Gemeindeuby 1912 had large populations, and the overall 

figures may have concealed more localized sectional divisions. One 

inhabitant of Witten, a predominantly Protestant town, recalled the 

survival of a distinct Catholic ("black") area there even in the 1920's:

"The intolerant but generally popular description of the area from 
Kronen- and Kesselstrasse to Crengeldanzstrasse, and beyond to the 
Karienstrasse and the beginning of the Ardezstrasse, as the 'black 
village 1 (Negerdorf) - because of the dominant 'black 1 voters there - 
was quite current during my school years in the 1920's, and was now 
and then a willingly utilized reason to provoke strong disputes even 
amongst grammar school students". 2

Otto Hue also recalled his childhood in Httrde, near Dortmund, in the 

1870's and '80's:

"Sectarian hatred is so profoundly imparted to school children that 
as a school kid I was involved in the most murderous fights with the 
'blacks'. later I and many of these 'blacks' worked together at 
the foundry with a perfectly friendly spirit, and we looked back 
with bitter scorn at the time when fanatical self-interested politics 
had incited us youngsters against each other". 3

1. Those arriving in Bochum from Ostorenssen in the years 1895-1900 came 
nainly from south of the line GoldaD-Slbing, i.e. from the Protestant 
I'asurian district. Kliss Uandertmg der Ostpreussen pp.1h-l£.

2. W. llettmann Mitten in den Reichstagswahlen des Deutschen Reiches 1871- 
1918 ( T.-atten, 1972) p. 10)4. In langendreer the predominantly Catholic 
area around the station was known as the "Catholic station"; Croon 
"Studien" p.102.

3. Hue ITeutrale oder parteiische Gewerkschaften? p.111.
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Intermarriage between Catholic and Protestants was exceptional.

Sectarian divisions were reinforced by the school system which was 

completely denominational. In 1886 and 1896 there were six Catholic and 

six Protestant primary schools (Volksschulen) in Bochum: apart from one 

Catholic pupil at a Protestant school in 1896, none had any children from 

the other creed. Ten years later each denomination had nineteen schools,

but there were still no Protestants in the Catholic schools and only three

2 Catholics in the Protestant ones. Hospitals, old-people's homes and

orphanages were also sectarian in character. Although the Churches may 

have been active in the field of poor relief, denominational divisions in

this field were not as marked in Bo chum as they may have been elsewhere in

3 the Ruhr.

Overt hostility and conflict between Catholics and Protestants was 

relatively infrequent. Even the Kulturkarnpf of the 1870's does not 

anpear to have produced open conflict between communities, although it no 

doubt hardened suspicions. In Weitmar (where h5 per cent of the popula­ 

tion were Catholic) there is some evidence that housing patterns were 

becoming more rather than less integrated in the years before the war:

1. Croon "Studien" p.9>.

2. Silbergleit Preussens Stadte pp.216-218.

3. The main poor relief was organized by the local authorities; in 
addition there was in Bochum a middle class voluntary association, 
the Verein zur Peseitigunp der Strassen- und Hausbettelei; in Hamborn, 
by contrast, private charitable work of this kind was entirely in the 
hands of confessional bodies: StAB, HKB Jahresberichte; Crew Industry 
and Community p. 163; Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus p.91.

h. Brepohl Industrievolk Ruhrgebiet p.133.



- 109 -

in 1909 73 per cent of the Catholic population of Weitmar lived in 

streets -where between thirty and sixty per cent of the inhabitants were 

Catholic, and by 1913 the proportion had risen to 80 per cent of the 

Catholics. The great and growing majority of Catholics thus lived in 

relatively "integrated" streets.

Social conflicts were not always between denominational groups as such: 

sometimes the main division was between immigrants and "natives". At 

Datteln (" Steinf eld") the stream between the old village and the new 

colony where the immigrants were housed formed a frontier where the boys

from the two communities, both of which contained Catholics and Protestants,

2fought each other. For many, however, religious loyalty was synonymous

with their sense of community, so that the need to recreate communities
\

in the new and sometimes hostile industrial environment could maintain and 

even strengthen traditional denominational divisions. Thus social 

suspicion and conflict carried religious overtones and were sometimes 

expressed in denominational terms. In Langendreer, a traditionally 

Protestant village, the hundreds of Catholic immigrants in the prewar 

years were almost all propertyless workers; this created friction with the 

Protestant craftsmen, shop-keepers and businessmen who dominated local 

life and paid local taxes, and who saw little reason to provide funds for 

Catholic religious and social needs.

1. WtfA, K2 359.

2. Croon and Utermann Zeche und Gemeinde pp.19-20,

3. Croon "Studien" p.89.
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The identification between denominational and community feeling created 

problems within as well as between the Churches. Immigrants, 

particularly those who had come long distances from a quite different 

social environment, saw the maintenance of their religion as a central 

element in their attempt to preserve their distinct language, customs 

and sense of community in the new and strange setting. Protestant 

Hasurians and Catholic Poles did not feel at home in the established 

German Churches they found in the Ruhr. Indeed, to the embarrassment 

of the Churches, they insisted on having their own ministers and priests. 

In the 1890 T S a Masurian minister travelled around the Masurian groups in 

the Ruhr, and in 1887 and 1891 special Masurian ministries were 

established in Gelsenkirchen and Bochum. Nevertheless, the provision of 

such ministries does not appear to have been adequate to meet the needs of 

all Masurians in the district: in Langendreer the lack of sympathy and 

understanding which Masurians met in the Protestant Church was said to have

contributed to a general weakening of their religious loyalties, particularly
2in the second generation. The Poles, with their greater numbers and

their sense of distinctive nationhood, were even more insistent on 

special provision within the Catholic Church. The first Polish priests 

appeared in the Ruhr in the late 1880's and early 1890's. Despite the 

insistence by Dr. Rranz Liss, the most prominent of them, that "a good 

Pole is a good Catholic", their activities contributed powerfully to the 

emergence in the Ruhr of a distinct Polish subculture with strong national­ 

ist overtones. The Church authorities, embarrassed by these activities,

1 . Tenfelde SozialReschichte pp.383-381i. 

2. Croon "Studien11 p.103.
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clamped down and in 189U Dr. liss returned to the east. The Church 

continued to provide some Polish-speaking priests, but demands for an 

exclusively Polish ministry continued and led to conflict between 

nationalists and the Church hierarchy which lasted for a number of years. 

In Baukau, for instance, a "Polish Committee to Obtain Better Spiritual 

Care" was established: at a meeting in January 1908 "the bishops and 

priests were generally very sharply criticized because they did not want 

to fulfil the justified demands of the" Poles" and it was decided to write 

to the local priest and urge him to approach the bishop. In the final 

years before the war the Church acceded to more of the demands: the 

number of Polish-speaking priests in the area was Increased and Polish 

became a compulsory foreign language at the Paderborn seminary.

The denominational complexion of the Ruhr was thus complex and changing 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Numerically, 

the area was fairly well balanced between Protestants and Catholics, 

although the balance tilted from a Catholic predominance in the west to a 

Protestant predominance in the east. Although overt hostility between 

the two denominations was generally limited, the denominational division 

constituted a deep cleft within the emerging working class. And even

1. Wehler "Polen im Ruhrgebiet" pp.UU£-Uf>1; StAB, TJestfaiische Allgemeine 
Zeitung 26.5.1972; StAB, U6h, Polizei Baukau to KLB 6.1.1908.A 
similar nationality problem within the Catholic Church occurred in 
nineteenth century America. One observer there noted: "I have never 
had reason to believe that the mass of Irish are attached to the Roman 
Catholic religion as a matter of faith. It is a matter of national 
pride, and of the gallantry of those T-Tho lived where it has been 
persecuted. A Catholic congregation here, under the charge of an 
English or French priest, is almost always restless. They want an 
Irish priest, for their interest in their faith is, that it was their 
faith in their oppressed home". Quoted in T. Coleman Passage to 
America (paperback edition, London, 197k) pp.20!i-205.
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within the main denominations themselves iinportant ethnic and language 

divisions appeared.

Industrialization and its associated social changes and the vast move­ 

ments of people which accompanied it posed serious new challenges to 

the Churches themselves. In positive terms: how were they to adapt 

their teaching and their methods to the human concerns and aspirations 

of a new social situation? In negative terms: how were they to defend 

themselves and their followers from the new dangers which surrounded them
t

in the increasingly urban and industrial setting - from the dangers of 

atheism, indifference and the rival appeals of socialism and ultramontan- 

ism or liberalism? In concrete terms the challenge in areas such as the 

Ruhr was for the Churches to build and maintain an appeal to the industrial 

workers who now dominated the district.

Social Catholicism

The Catholics were the first to develop a distinctive progressive and 

socially-orientated interpretation of their creed. Bishop Ketteler of 

llainz, the main spokesman of "social Catholicism" in Germany, wrote in 

the 1860's: "Efforts to improve the wretched conditions which the 

principles of the modern economic system have imposed on the workers.... 

are certainly not in contradiction to the spirit of Christianity, but to 

the contrary are in complete accordance with it". It was a view which 

could easily attract sympathy from Catholics in the Ruhr, where large 

numbers of Catholic workers had their lives dominated by generally

1. A. Erdmann Die christlicheflGewerkschaften (Stuttgart, 191U) p.9.
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Protestant employers. Kany Catholics there were ready and willing to 

cainpaign as hard as they could to defend the interests of the workers 

against what they saw as rapacious and often un-Christian employers.

The Church and the lay Catholic establishment in Germany, adopted a 

cautious approach towards "social Catholicism" and its more radical 

exponants. The need to improve the conditions of workers was broadly 

accepted. But, at least for the Church, this was a secondary aim: 

defence of the faith came first. Thus the Prussian bishops in their 

pastoral letter of 23 August 1890 conceded the need for (potentially 

radical) workers 1 clubs, but cautioned:

"These clubs must be truly Christian....They must all have religion, 
sincere and living Christianity, as their basis and religious 
morality as their rule. Where this is lacking clubs will not only 
be unfruitful and decay, but will easily degenerate and make the 
evil worse. It is therefore better to begin with a small number of 
truly religious members and gradually to expand than to introduce 
the germ of corruption in to the club through some kind of indulgence 
towards the secular spirit with the aim of size". 1

The Church's most significant statement on the social question came the 

folloring year in the papal encyclical "Rerum Novarum". This encyclical 

argued vigorously against what the Church saw as the socialist solution 

to the social question, "the transference of all property from 

individuals to the community". Private property was defended as a 

natural right, as being to the ultimate advantage of the worker himself, 

and as a defence of the family. Inequality and burdensome work were 

inevitable, but harmony between property owners and the propertyless was 

possible, and it was the Church's duty to foster it. The aim therefore 

was to avoid unnecessary conflict between the various sections of society

1. ibid. p.2Lu



through fair and Christian behaviour on all sides. In this context 

workers 1 clubs were allowed, but with the defence and propagation of 

the faith as their primary aim:

"The religious element must be the basis of the association. The 
faith of the members should be the most important aim, and the 
Christian faith must permeate the entire organization. Otherwise 
the association would soon lose its original character; it would 
become the same as those other associations which exclude religion 
from their ranks. But what does it profit the worker to win from 
the association advantages for his earthly comfort, if his soul 
comes into danger through lack of^spiritual nourishment?". 1

The attitude of the Church was clear: social concern was a proper part 

of Christianity; but it was to be expressed not through class conflict 

but through greater harmony and increased Christian behaviour within the 

given and inevitably unequal society. The greatest help to the worker 

was to strengthen his faith.

The lay Catholic movement, expressed particularly through the Centre 

party, was also cautious in its attitude towards "social Catholicism". 

Few party leaders were themselves of working class origins. Politically 

the party was committed to the defence of private property and was thus 

suspicious of those whose radicalism might seem to threaten it. Within 

the Ruhr this approach by the official party leadership led to conflicts 

within the party; in the I87li Reichstag elections in Essen, Laaf, a 

priest and leader of the radical Catholics urged that the miners should 

support the party as "the lesser evil", but promised that next time they 

would put up their own candidates. The Centre Party candidate, Forcade 

de Biaix, won but was subjected to attacks from Laaf and the miner 

Rosenkranz over the next few years on the grounds that he did not

ibid, p.31; G. Brakelmann Die soziale Frage des 19 Jahrhunderts, 
(mtten, 1962) pp.217-226.



sufficiently understand or support the workers' interests. In the 1877 

Reichstag election a workers' candidate, Stotzel, was put up against the 

Centre candidate, and won.

The Kulturkampf helped to strengthen the radicals within the Centre 

party in the 1870's. In Dortmund Lambert Lensing, the editor of the 

leading Catholic paper the Tremonia, was extremely outspoken in his 

championing of the workers against the" employers. In 1900 "an old 

miner", writing in the Bochum socialist press, recalled the mood of
t

those years:

"VJhen I got involved in the miners' movement twenty years ago, it 
was through a Catholic miners' association. In those days there 
was a quite different life in those associations. The money snobs 
were told the truth straight, and our chaplain was one of the most 
vociferous in the struggle against the factory owners....At that 
time the so-called 'Deutscher Verein 1 was present in the Ruhr, a 
pretty gang of hurrah-patriots, Catholic haters and police spies. 
One comrade at the end of the 1870' s wanted to work at the Centrum 
mine; he was chased away by the mine manager: the poor man was 
an ultramontane; had he merely been a social democrat he could 
have worked. At that time it was more dangerous to be an ultra­ 
montane than a socialist. Lambert Lensing was one of the most 
radical. I was regularly intoxicated with the agitation speeches 
against Capital which he delivered. The Tremonia wrote more 
bitingly against the employers than the socialist press does today. 
In consequence the factory workers were forbidden to read Tremonia 
and other similar ultramontane papers J T.-Jhen today I remember how 
sharply and maliciously Lensing spoke and wrote against the 
capitalists at that time, I simply cannot understand how a man can 
change so much. Btflger, Dietrich, Tfllcke and the other socialist 
agitators were young innocents compared with Lensing, at least as 
far as fighting the owners was concerned. Today one does not see 
the T^mbert of those days any more. Nor does one recognise his 
colleagues, the 'red Johannes' /Johannes Pusangel, a Catholic miners' 
leader _J or Sttttzel who spent the '70's constantly in court for 
slander~against the police or the owners." 2

1. Hue Eergarbeiter II pp.317-319.

2. IZF, Volksblatt 1h.3.1900.
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Important factors discouraging the radical wing within the Centre party 

appear to have been the reconciliation of the party - and the Church - 

with the state following the end of the Kulturkampf, and the party's 

need to clearly differentiate itself from the SPD. The party 

establishment remained firmly in bourgeois hands, even in the Ruhr where 

workers* votes were the party's mainstay. In Bochum the Centre candi­ 

date from 1877 to 1890 was an aristocrat whose family stretched back to 

the eighth century, Preiherr von Schorlemer-Alst. He was succeeded by 

two bourgeois candidates, Vattmann in 1890 and Fuchs in 1893 and 1898.
4

The candidate in 1903, Berse, was a miner and does not appear to have 

made much impact. The background of KLost, the 1907 candidate, is not 

known, but in 1912 the party once again put forward a firmly bourgeois 

candidate, Profressor Westkamp. The Bochum party leader was a lawyer, 

Justizrat Diekamp. Strains appeared in 1893 when the party had to 

select a new candidate: at first a factory owner named Wiese was put 

forward, but others called for a working man. Wiese's candidature was 

withdrawn, and in the end Fuchs was adopted. Although this was approved

unanimously at the party's delegate meeting, there were suggestions that

2 many Catholic workers would have preferred someone from their own class.

Despite such an episode, however, the Bochum party never underwent a 

conflict on the scale of that in Essen in the 1870's; power remained 

firmly in the hands of the party establishment.

There were two main outlets and tangible expressions of "social 

Catholicism" in the Ruhr, although both were to some extent muted as a

1. G. Zehnter "Sie vertraten Bochum im Reichstag" Ruhr-Nachrichten 12.8.1961 
2.9.1961; StAB, Ilarkischer Sprecher 8.1.1912. On the 1907 Centre 
election campaign in the region, cf. R.J. Ross Beleaguered Tower; the 
RLlemma of Political Catholicism in WJlhelmne Germany (Notre Dame, 
1976) p.95.~~"

2. IZF, Rheinisch-Westfglische Arbeiter Zeitung 8.6.1893.
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result of the cautious attitude taken by both the Church and lay 

establishments. These were the Catholic working mens 1 clubs 

(Arbeitervereine). and the (predominantly Catholic) "Christian" trade 

unions. The first Catholic Arbeitervereine in the Ruhr were formed in 

the 1860«s and «70's, and although their growth was hindered by the 

Kulturkampf and the early days of the anti-socialist law, the papal 

encyclica "Rumanus genus" of 188U which recommended that they be formed 

marked the beginning of a further expansion. The aims and activities 

of one club, founded in 18?0, were expressed in its first two statutes:

"1   The main aim of the society is the raising of the religious and 
moral level of the workers, starting from the conviction that the 
social question can only be solved in a peaceable manner through 
Christianity. Another aim of the society is the material improve­ 
ment of the workers; in particular, members who have fallen into 
need through no fault of their own should be supported, as far as 
the society's resources allow.

2. These aims will be followed: (a) through pleasant and useful 
diversions, through public lectures on practical and social problems 
at least once a month, through the reading of suitable writings, 
singing, and through the enjoyment of Christian and pleasant society; 
(b) through mutual friendly and helpful behaviour in civil life". 2

The club thus fostered mutual help and education with an emphasis on 

religion, a combination which appears to have been characteristic of the 

clubs generally. In Bochum the Catholic Apprentices' Club had its own 

building. It had the aim of "protecting native and travelling apprentices 

from moral dangers" and sought to achieve this by holding lectures and 

singing and speaking classes. Clubs often had libraries: in Witten in

1. H. Krauss and H. Ostermann Verbandskatholizismus? (Kevelaer, 1968) 
pp. 28-32. The beginnings of these clubs are misdated in Ross 
Beleaguered Tower p.8£; cf. Tenfelde Sozial^eschichte p.361 ff.

2. A. Kalis Kirche und Religion im Revier (Essen, 1968) p.it9.

3. STAM, RA I 103 Btirgermeister Bochum to RPA 10.11.1892.
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1897 the Catholic workers' club had 210 volumes, and the apprentices' 

club 650 volumes. The clubs were often presided over by non-workers, 

usually the local priest but sometimes other local notables including 

even employers. One club, founded at Werden near Essen in 1880, had 

an honorary committee of twenty-five including the chairman of a mining 

company, doctors, officials, priests and teachers. 2 The Church's role 

in guiding the clubs was strengthened in the 1880's by a general 

reouirement that the clubs have a priest, nominated by the bishop, at 

their head, although a worker should be chairman. 3 This control 

provided effective support to the Church's generally cautious inter­ 

pretation of the clubs' role and prevented them from becoming too 

radical in their support for the workers' causes.

The clubs appear to have generally avoided direct involvement in economic 

conflicts: during the 1889 strike some priests used the clubs as well as 

their pulpits to explain their opposition to the stoppage, but without 

much effect. On the other hand "atheism" and social democracy were 

bitterly opDosed. The SPD generally maintained that religion was a 

private matter on which the party was neutral.'' But many leading 

socialists were atheists, and there were occasional anti-religious 

campaigns: one such took place in Httrde in 1905 and 1906, resulting in

1. StAB, h79 Btirgermeister T/atten to KLB 6. h. 1897.

2. Kalis Kirche und Religion p.U9.

3» Krauss & Ostermann Verbandskatholizismus? p.31; Ross Beleaguered 
Tower p.85

h. STAM, Oberprasidium 2828 Bd.3, T-andrat Gelsenkirchen to Oberprasident 
12.5.1889.

5. V.L. lidtke "August Bebel and German Social Democracy's Relation to 
the Christian Churches" in Journal of the History of Ideas (1966).
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over 150 people leaving the church; at socialist meetings in Gelsenkirchen 

in the following year people were urged to leave the church on the grounds 

that it constituted an important support of capitalist society. In 1910 

the SPD persuaded around 70 people in Weitmar to leave the church, 

although the priest then managed to get at least some of them back; in

Langendreer too a campaign was mounted, although "the general feeling is
2 against it". Such campaigns appear to have been relatively intermittent

and minor aspects of socialist activity. Nevertheless, they gave 

substance to the charge that the socialists wanted to abolish religion.
t

The bishop of Mnster in 1890 issued a warning against the dangers of 

social democracy:

"The social democrats aim at nothing less than the total dissolution 
of the existing order of society, the overthrow of the throne and 
the extirpation of Christianity with all its institutions and 
creations. They demand the abolition of marriage, the dissolution 
of property - even each individual's personal property - and the 
introduction of the socialist republic. Denial of God and unbelief 
should become general and rule according to their views". 3

Attempts by the socialists to show that they aimed at nothing of the sort 

met with little success. During the 1898 Reichstag election the SPD 

issued leaflets in Polish explaining that the party's attitude was that 

religion was a private matter. The (Catholic) Wittener Volkszeitung 

denied this:

"The social democrats want to rob us of our religion so as to use 
us more surely for their own ends. So, Polish workers, do not give 
your votes to the candidates of a party which wishes to take away 
the religion of your fathers and only follows goals which can never 
be achieved". h

1. SUB, )481, RPA to Minister des Innern, 10.12.1906; STAM, RA I 99 
Stadt Gelsenkirchen to RPA 1k.9.1907-

2. StAB, U82 Amt Weitmar to KLB 8.8.1910; Amt Langendreer to KLB 
12.8.1910; KIB to RPA 27.8.1912.

3. STAK, Oberprasidium 2693 (Bd.2), Germania 2.12.1890.

li. ITettmann Witten in den Reichstagswahlen p. 11i1, Wittener Volkszeitung 
16.6.1898.
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It is doubtful, however, whether even if the socialists had managed to 

convince the Church that they were indifferent to religion this would 

have sufficed to avoid the profound distrust which existed between 

themselves and the Catholic Church and its organizations. For the 

view of the Pope and the bishops, as we have seen, was that the faith 

was the prime aim and took precedence over any secular venture in which 

Catholics and non-Catholics might otherwise co-operate. Religious 

neutrality was not enough; the only organizations approved were those 

with a positive Catholic content. ' This exclusiveness extended to
t

reading matter. Wiarus Polski, the Polish nationalist paper in the 

Ruhr, declared:

"No true Catholic is in a position to maintain that he can read 
whatever he wishes, since if the Church forbids any particular 
book everyone must follow its guidance. We have a great selection 
of Polish-Catholic books and writings, and only such things may 
be read. Members of a Catholic club too should not conclude that 
everyone may read what he wishes; the conclusion can only be that 
a Catholic may read only Catholic newspapers". 1

Seven years later the paper was urging its readers to burn any copies of

2 the socialist paper they might find.

The clubs were successful in attracting support. In them friendship and 

sometimes more tangible support could be found in what was for many a 

strange and disorientating environment. The presence of the priest 

provided reassurance and legitimacy. In addition, special clubs were 

provided by the Church for young neople. One of those in Gelsenkirchen,

1. StAB, U50, Wiarus Polski 1.7.1890.

2. StAB, h79, Oberbtirgermeister Pochum to RPA 31.7.1897, Gazeta 
Robotnicza 3L7.1~
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which was also attended by young Catholics from Bulmke, met each Sunday 

and Monday evening: "On Sunday evenings religious, social and 

historical talks are held, and on Monday evening there are lessons in 

religion, writing, book-keeping and drawing. There is a large library. 

And for amusement there is chess, billiards and bowling." In Wanne 

the Church provided two Catholic clubs for young men: one for 

apprentices and one for boys who had left school; the latter sought, in 

the words of the priest, "to sustain them in their religion and love of 

their fatherland, and to protect them from the manifold dangers which

are present at this age. This is achieved through edifying and

2instructive talks, through discussion together and through singing".

The provision of workers 1 clubs, run by the priest and devoted both to 

the maintenance of religious faith and to more social objectives, was 

one important means by which the Catholic Church sought to maintain its 

influence in the new industrial environment. Such clubs helped to 

ensure that despite the high mobility and other changes, social life in 

the area continued to be divided in large measure along denominational 

lines. The clubs, however, were only one manifestation of "social 

Catholicism": a second, and from the Church's point of view a less 

welcome one, was the Christian trade union movement.

1. STAM, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen h8, Amt Bismarck to Landrat 
Gelsenkirchen 30.9.1902.

2. STAK, !andratsamt Gelsenkirchen Ji8, Pfarrer Schnettler to Amt ¥anne 
12.9.1902.
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Catholic trade unionism

Militant involvement by Catholics in miners 1 strikes and in trade union 

activity dated back to the earliest of such conflicts in the Ruhr. A 

miners' strike in 1872, starting around (largely Catholic) Essen but 

spreading to a number of pits near Bochum, was supported by radical 

Catholics and was popularly known as the "Jesuit strike". The strike 

failed but was rapidly followed by the first attempt to form a miners 1 

union. Its executive consisted of two Catholics, two Protestants, and 

one lassallean socialist. The union aimed to further the material
*

interests of the miners and not to concern itself with religious or

political affairs. But it never appears to have effectively got off

2the ground, and instead disappeared soon after its foundation. A

further attempt to form a union was made in 1878 by Rosenkranz, a 

miner and supporter of laaf in his conflict with the Centre party 

establishment in Essen. Although himself a Catholic he sought a non- 

denominational and non-political organization and was willing to -work 

i-:ith socialists to this end. The socialist influence became too 

marked for even the radical Catholics, however, and the "Rosenkranz 

Union" was denounced not only by the Catholic clergy but also by laaf 

who called for a specifically Christian union. The anti-socialist 

law put a final end to this attempt.

The inability of even radical Catholics to work with socialists in one

1. Hue Bergarbeiter II p.306; Koch Pergarbeiterbewegunf? p.25.

2. STA1-:, RA I 82 Reg. President Msseldorf to RPA 1.5.1906; Koch 
Eergarbeiterbewegung p.25.

3. Hue Pergarbeiter II pp.320-327; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp.26-7.
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union was to be constantly repeated in later years when lasting and 

effective unions were eventually founded. A united miners' union was 

formed in 1889, following the great strike of that year in which miners of 

both denominations and all political persuasions participated. This 

union too was supposed to be politically and religiously neutral, but 

in fact disputes soon broke out and only five months after its foundation 

the "Christians" - mainly Catholics - seceded and formed their own rival 

organisation. This did not last long - largely because of the economic 

slump - but in 189U the Christlich-soziale Gewerkverein der Bergarbeiter
«

was formed. Although it never gained as many members as the socialist- 

dominated "old" union (henceforth known as the Alter Verband), the 

Gewerkverein was a lasting and successful organisation: by 1910 it had 

nearly 83,000 members, compared with the Alter Verband'si 123,000.

The Gewerkverein, although vehemently anti-socialist and "Christian" in 

its views, was largely independent of Church control. In contrast to 

the prime importance, in the view of the Church hierarchy, of the 

defence of the faith, the union saw as its main concern the defence of 

workers' interests in an industrial setting: although the union was 

dominated by Catholics, it was in theory non-denominational and always 

contained an important minority of Protestants. This policy of non- 

denominationalism, which applied to the Christian trade union movement 

generally in Germany, was strongly deplored by many of the German bishops 

and was the subject of considerable controversy within the Church,

1. STAM, RA I 82 Reg. Prasident Msseldorf to RPA 1.5.1906; Koch 
BergarbeiterbeweRung p.1)12.
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particularly -when in 1900 most (but not all) the bishops publicly came 

out in support of denominational craft associations under close clerical 

supervision and against the inter-denominational independent Christian 

trade unions. The Gewerkverein did not hesitate to denounce the 

bishops' views. The union was also out of step with some leading 

Churchmen and other Catholics through its willingness both in principle 

and in practice to adopt militant methods in industrial disputes, 

particularly the strike: the Gewerkverein co-operated fully with the 

Alter Verband and other unions in the 1905 miners 1 strike, and on some

issues - for example, in 1909 on the question of labour exchanges - the

2Gewerkverein adopted a more militant stance than the Alter Verband.

Even when in 1912 the Gewerkverein refused to join the other unions in 

strike action and thereby sabotaged the stoppage, the grounds were 

essentially tactical rather than because of any rejection of strikes in 

principle. Such an approach to industrial conflict was not that 

espoused by many Catholic supporters of notions of social and industrial

harmony, particularly those Catholics who were themselves substantial

3property owners.

The Gewerkverein was thus essentially free from control either by the 

Church or by the Centre Party. Nevertheless, strong links did exist

1. StAB, hl9 9 RPA to 1'inister des Innern 2H.11.1900; Ross Beleaguered 
Tower chapters 5-7; Koch Pergarbeiterbet-regung p.61i; H. Mommsen 
Perp-arbeiter; Ausstellung; zur Geschichte der organisierten Bergar- 
heiterbewegung in Deutschland (Bochum, 1969);H.J. Wallraff "Die 
Belastung einer Gewerkschaft durch ideologische Differenzen" in 
H.O. Vetter (ed) Vom Sozialistengesetz zur Kitbestimmun^ (KBIn, 1975).

2. Hue Bergarbeiter II p.660.

3. Perhaps the most notable example was the Count von Ballestrem, a
leading landowner and industrialist in Silesia, a Centre party Reichstag 
denuty and President of the Reichstag, and an opponent of trade unionism: 
Ross Beleaguered Tower p.?1«



between the union and the Catholic establishment. Some prominent 

Churchmen, notably Archbishop Fischer of Cologne, did support the 

Christian trade unions; and when in 1912 the Papacy came to declare its 

view on the trade union question it adopted a carefully ambiguous policy 

which left the unions essentially free to continue and develop their work. 

The union was dominated by Centre supporters: although the executive 

committee was evenly divided between Catholics and Protestants, it was 

Centre supporters who usually held the main offices. August Brust, the 

Gewerkverein's leader for many years was a Centre party deputy in the

Prussian Landtag, and later leaders such as Johann Effert, Hermann KOster

2 and the Imbusch brothers were Centre party supporters. At the local

level too there were sometimes close links between the union and the 

Catholic establishment: when the Wiemelhausen branch was formed in 1895 

the guest of honour was the local priest, and the union's aims were 

explained to the meeting by a teacher. There was thus substantial 

ground for Protestant suspicion that the Gewerkverein, despite its 

ostensible inter-denominationalism, was close to the Catholic Church 

and the Centre Party. /aid social democrats remained rigorously excluded: 

paragraph h of the union's statute explicitly stated that members were 

the enemies of social democracy. Even though this clause was modified 

in the aftermath of the 1905- strike, Gewerkverein hostility to social 

democracy in general and to the allegedly "red" Alter Verband in

1 . Fischer had worked for many years in Essen, and during the 1 905 miners 
strike he donated one thousand marks to the Gewerkverein; ibid. 
pp. 102, 108.

2. Hue Bergarbeiter II p

3. StAB, U63, Amt Bochum II to KLB 12.3.1895.
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particular remained strong, and reached a new intensity at the time of the 

abortive 1912 miners' strike.

Through the Catholic clubs and the Gewerkverein Catholic workers were 

provided with powerful and popular organisations providing both social 

and economic support in the new industrial environment. By focussing 

the workers' social life and economic support on their specific denomina­ 

tion, however, these organisations consolidated and strengthened the 

existing divisions between Catholics and Protestants, and between 

"Christians" and social democrats. Community became associated very 

largely with denomination, although in the case of the Poles this was 

qualified by loyalty to a specific Polish and nationalist version of 

Catholicism. The main effect was to isolate Catholic workers from 

their Protestant and social democratic fellow workers.

Protestant workers' clubs

There was no tradition of Protestant social concern and activity to 

alleviate the lot of miners in the Ruhr to parallel that of the Catholic 

Church and Catholic lay organisations. The employing families in the 

area were mainly Protestant. They were mainly National Liberal in 

their politics, and the connection between their faith, their politics 

and their activities as employers was strengthened by the experience of 

the Kulturkampf in the 187C's, when it was aoparently unpatriotic

1. Catholic employers like Thyssen were the exception. H. Croon "Die 
wirtschaftlichen PHlhringsschichten des Ruhrgebietes in der Zeit von 
1890 bis 1933" in H. Patze (ed) Blatter fur deutsche Landesgeschichte 
(Gfittingen, 1972) p.1i;8.
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Catholics who led the workers. The Protestant church in the Ruhr was 

firmly identified with the employers, the new Reich and the National 

liberal party.

Nevertheless, it became clear that some Protestant response was needed 

to the social problems of the area. The spur to activity was given by 

the apparent successes of first the Catholics and later the socialists 

in wooing the workers. In 190U Friedrich Kdnig, the Superintendent of 

the Bochum area synod, outlined the issues as he saw them:

"How great are the tasks with which the Church is confronted by the 
new configuration of social life in our time, by the distance from 
the Church to which the anti-godly Wel tans chauung has brought great 
numbers of our parishioners, by the influx of great masses of 
people of both German and Kasurian origin into our synod's district; 
to say nothing of the struggle against the dominance of the Roman 
power in German life which has been forced upon us". 1

But the Church was responding to the challenge:

"How manifold are the proclamations of the gospel, in special 
services, childrens 1 services, bible studies, community classes 
during evangelizing campaigns and so forth. This is a loyal 
effort to rally the susceptible members of our district, to prove 
the youth of both sexes, and to unite the Protestant-Christian 
and patriotic forces of German life. I-Jhat a labour of love for 
the imperilled, the sick and the needy parishioners through the 
manifold exercise of the Church's social mission, through parish 
nurses, womens' clubs, housing assistance and so on. It all 
demonstrates how the Church in its synodical organs has become 
conscious of its newly received obligations in the social sphere". 2

Such activities were not sufficient in themselves to counter the threats 

to the Protestant Church. In the 1880's it was clear that the Catholic 

workers' clubs were exerting an appeal even to some Protestants and might 

in the end undermine their faith. It was to counter this that in 1882

1. H. Rothert Kirchengeschichte des westfalisch-rheinischen Industriege- 
bietes vom evangelischen Standpunkt (Dortmund, 1926) p.1h2.

2. ibid.
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Ludwig Fischer, a Protestant miner from Gelsenkirchen, went to his 

local pastor and suggested the formation of a rival Protestant workers 1 

club. The pastor was sceptical of the suggestion, but Fischer found 

support in a local teacher. In May 1882 the first Protestant Workers' 

Club (evangelische Arbeiterverein) was founded. The tone of the new 

organisation was revealed in its statutes:

"The Protestant Workers' Club is founded on the Protestant faith 
and has the aim:

a) of arousing and strengthening Protestant consciousness amongst 
the followers of the creed;

t

b) of achieving the moral uplift and general education of its
members;

c) of ensuring and cultivating amicable relations between employers 
and employees;

d) of maintaining loyalty to Kaiser and Reich".

This programme showed clearly that any support offered to the members 

would stop well short of serious conflict with employers. Nevertheless, 

the club prospered and more were founded. As association of Protestant 

clubs in the Rhineland and Westphalia was formed, and in 1889 Br- Forster 

from Schalke, the association's chairman, explained the clubs' aims at 

their assembly in Witten; again the threat from the Catholics was 

prominent:

"The workers' clubs have in the first place the aim of strengthening 
Protestant consciousness; secondly they serve to provide an effective1 
barrier to Roman influence, without, however, being intolerant of 
different beliefs; they also work for a peaceful relationship between 
employers and employees; they concern themselves too with the 
elucidation of social nroblems....." 2

1. P. Gtthre Die Bvangelisch-Soziale Eewegung (Leipzig, 1896) p.110.

2. STAM, Oberprasidium 2828a Ileue Preussische Zeitung 11.7.1889; see 
Gtthre Evangelisch-Soziale Bewegung p.l
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The legalization of the SPD in 1 890 created a new fear for the Protestant 

Church. The Westphalian clergy were instructed by their provincial 

synod to keep a close eye on events in their parishes, and particularly 

any social democratic agitation. They were to visit their parishioners 

in their homes, study social problems, develop their help for the sick 

and needy, and in general to use their influence to counter the threat 

to their charges. The laity had their duties too:

"The members of the presbytery have a duty to support with all 
their ability, through personal participation and any other 
permissible support, the clubs and other activities of their parish 
established to fight unbelief and unpatriotic persuasions, 
particularly Protestant workers 1 clubs formed to promote Christian, 
patriotic and socially peaceable views, as well as Protestant mens 1 
and youths 1 clubs. They are to offer their help in forming such 
clubs and similar ones to combat unbelief in those parishes where 
they do not yet exist". 1

From combatting Catholicism, the justification for the clubs thus swung 

in large part to combatting socialism. Two months later a long state­ 

ment directed against the social democrats (although not mentioning them 

explicitly) was read in all Protestant Churches in Westphalia:

"....A deeply rooted movement has taken hold of our people. Our 
parishes are affected by it, and the struggle is carried right 
into family life. Many hearts have been disquieted, and many 
consciences have been thrown into disorder. A deep cleft threatens 
to ruin our people. Amongst the lower orders dissatisfaction and 
complaints increase, amongst the better off discomfort and impatience, 
amongst others perplexity; in many spheres unrestrained pleasure 
seeking and immorality have gained the upper hand. Crudity and 
indiscipline are openly prevalent. There is collective guilt from 
which none are free. It has befallen us in accordance with the 
words: he who sows the wind will reap the whirlwind. For long 
enough unbelief has been toyed with and belief laughed at and mocked, 
and now the fruits are before all eyes. In so far as it is a matter 
of changing or re-ordering the economic conditions of the people's 
life it is not our aim to discuss it. Rather, we welcome everything 
which achieves the removal of poverty by peaceful means and which 
aims at achieving a better lot for the small men and the economically 
weak in harmony with the noble efforts of our beloved Kaiser and king.

1. STAM, Oberprasidium 2693 Bd.2 Rheinisch-Westfftlische Zeitung 30.9.1890.



- 130 -

But there is a dark force which wants to monopolize the rearrangement 
of^these matters for itself - a force which wants to destroy every­ 
thing which has been sacred for our fathers and for ourselves in 
Church, family and state; but this force is not able to replace them 
with anything better, and above all cannot and does not wish to 
create anything other than a war of all against all and a desolate 
wilderness in place of our Christian and moral heritage, the 
ornament and honour of our German people. Under the pretence of 
wishing to improve the condition of the people, they proclaim, at 
first secretly and covertly but later openly and fearlessly, the 
renunciation of the fatherland and the destruction of the sanctity 
of the family. That is the ungodly and bleak teaching of modern 
times.

We declare ourselves firmly against this spirit and its seductive 
powers and call on the Christian and moral force of our parishes. 
We maintain and testify to the truth that all situations and all 
mankind are under the power of the one God. It is God's will that 
rich and poor, the higher and the lower orders of society, should 
exist with each other; no power in the world can change this, any 
more than the course of the sun in the heavens or death on earth 
can be altered..." 1

The Protestant workers' clubs, like their Catholic counterparts, were 

generally supervised by the local minister. They met regularly for 

talks and discussions, and activities included Sunday outings and walks. 

Increasingly the clubs provided their members with insurance and 

friendly schemes and even co-op stores. Libraries were common. In 

the early 1890's a central building for the local clubs was established 

in Bochum, with meeting rooms and restaurant facilities. Some clubs 

built their own premises, and in 1909 an office to give help and advice 

to members was opened in Herne. Cultural activities, often of a

propagandistic nature, were held: in 1890 the Witten club put on a

2 play with a message, "Luther and his times". Special youth clubs were

also founded: the life of one in Wanne was described by the pastor:

1. STAK, Oberprasidium 2693 Bd.2 Neue Preusaische Kreuz-Zeitung 29.11.1890

2. Gtthre Evangel!sch-Soziale Bewegung pp.112-113; StAB, UUU; StAB, 
Kagistrats-Bericht 1892/93 p.36; BA, 18/68, Louise Tiefbau 
Aufsichtsrat 6.£.1901; STAK, Oberprasidium 269U Bd.2 Siegener 
Volksblatt 18.5.1909; StAB, U79, Burgermeister Uitten to KLB 6.5.1897.
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"The young persons 1 club in this area brings together young people 

between the ages of 11* and 20 on Sunday afternoons. It seeks to 

help them to a proper, Christian Sunday and to pro
tect them from 

the dangerous life of the taverns which only too f
requently ruin 

body and soul, and from the worldly diversions and
 dissipations to 

which, unfortunately, only too many young people a
bandon themselves 

these days. It seeks to promote their spiritual, physical and 

moral welfare. The meetings take place from 5 to 7 o 4 clock. 

For about the first hour the young people play game
s such as Mihle, 

draughts or Haling, talk or read the magazines or bo
oks in the club's 

library. The club' s affairs are then dealt with, instruction
 given 

on this or that matter, or serious or comic stories
 are told or read 

out. Every meeting is closed with a song, a short reflec
tion on a 

text, a prayer and the blessing. A few times a year the club puts 

on a larger festivity in which music from the club'
s brass band, 

addresses, singing and declamation alternate with 
each other...." 1

In all these respects the Protestants were followin
g the same path as the 

Catholics - and indeed the social democrats. They were providing an 

increasingly broad range of services to their membe
rs, hoping in the 

process to bind them more firmly to the organisatio
n. Social and 

community life was being increasingly tied to speci
fic denominational 

loyalties.

The Protestant clubs, in contrast to the "papist" 
and "ultramontane" 

Catholics and to "treacherous" social democrats, pr
ided themselves on 

their patriotism, the lack of which was itself see
n as a crucial moral

failing. Religious and patriotic talks and songs seem to hav
e been

3
almost interchangeable. In Herne a Protestant committee for youth

work was formed on the eve of war, with the aim:

1. STAM, Tsndratsamt Gelsenkirchen U8, Pfarrer Haesel
er to Amt Wanne 

16.9.1902.

2. So far did the provision of purely social activiti
es and services go 

that there was concern about the alleged "seculariz
ation" of these in 

principle religious organisations. Brepohl Industrievolk Ruhrgebiet 

p.132; Pieper Lage der Eergarbeiter p.238.

3. STAK, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen U8, Amt Bismarck t
o T-andrat Gelsen­ 

kirchen 30.9.1902.



- 132 -

"of protecting our youth through appropriate meas
ures from physical 

and moral dangers and of putting back on the righ
t lines those who 

nave already gone astray. It is the duty of our nation to assist 

in this area, in view of the moral and economic s
trength and its 

immense value lost in the flood swallowing up def
enceless young men 

and girls if a life belt is not thrown them in ti
me. A generation

""TV 6 raised with sun in its eves * steel in its sinews, pure minds 

and defiant hearts; a generation which honours God and the King and 

is German to the marrow". 1

The Protestant clubs interpreted their commitment
 to industrial peace as 

a general support for the employers and an unwill
ingness to support 

strikes or trade union activities. In 1885 a Bochum Protestant Workers'
*

and Citizens' Club opposed Catholic agitation for legal control
s on the 

length of the working day and Sunday work. 2 During the 1889 miners' 

strike the clubs called on their members to accep
t the employers' 

promises and return to work. They claimed that only around half of the 

6,200 miners organised in the clubs at the time s
topped work, a much 

smaller proportion than amongst the miners genera
lly. Nevertheless, 

despite this and despite their hostility both to 
Catholics and social 

democrats, the ambiguity of the Protestant worker
s' clubs was soon 

evident: how could they credibly act as spokesmen for the 
workers' 

interests if they rejected vigorous action agains
t the employers? 

Different Protestants answered this problem in di
fferent ways, and 

divisions soon became evident within the movement
. Pastor Neumann from 

Frankfurt became the spokesman for a Protestant w
orkers' movement which

1. BA, Ut/119, Ev.Jugend-Ausschuss Herne to Gewerkschaft
 Friedrich der 

Grosse 20.5.191U.

2. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.55h.

3. STAI-I, Oberprasidium 2828 Bd.h, Westfalische Volks
zeitunff 18.5.1 

ibid. Bd.3, landrat Gelsenkirchen to SPA 12.5.188
9.

lu STAK, CberprHsidium 2828a, Neue Preussische Zeitu
nr; 11.7.1889.
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aimed at social progress rather than conservatism. The Ruhr clubs 

generally opposed these ideas, but at the clubs' national conference in 

1 893 a compromise was reached between the supporters of Neumann and the 

conservatives. Within the Ruhr itself divisions also appeared, despite 

the dominance of the conservatives. In 1891| 38 workers 1 clubs and 19

miners 1 associations (Knappenvereine) joined with their Catholic counter-

2 
parts in the foundation of the Christian miners' union, the Gewerkverein.

The conservatives, in contrast, insisted that all trade union activity 

was unacceptable. By 1897, however, it was clear that the Essen, 

Elberf eld and Rhineland clubs were ready to adopt a more progressive 

stance.

The main strength of the conservative wing of the Protestant workers 1 

club movement lay with the Bochum and Gelsenkirchen clubs, led by 

Hermann Franken, the chairman of the area association. E^ranken was 

said to be of working class origins and to have become a factory owner 

in Schalke through his own efforts. He was a National Liberal in 

politics, and was supported in the Bochum district by Rudolf Quandel, 

the editor of the main National Liberal paper, the Rheinisch-Westfalische 

Tageblatt. The hardening line of the Bochum area was expressed in 1897 

by the Wattenscheid club, which declared that its aims were chiefly 

"Protestant and national, and only in third place social". In Karch 1 

the SDlit went so far that the "Bochumers" threatened to leave the Rhineland

1. Rrakelinann Sqziale Frage pp.1 88-1 91  

2. Kails Kirohe und Religion p.39; G6hre Evangelisch-Spziale Bewegimg p. 122

3. StAE, hi 9 9 RPA to Minister des Innern 9.11.1897.



- 13U -

and Westphalia association; it was only the threat from the social 

democrats in the Reichstag election of that year (elections in which 

Franken stood, and won, as National Liberal candidate in Bochum) that

prevented a split. The "Bochumers" were given a greater say in the

1 association and more seats on its executive.

This compromise did not end the dispute. In 1901 the split reappeared 

on the question of participation in trade unions. Once again the 

Bochum area under the leadership of Franken proved the staunchest 

opponent of change. There were demands that Neumann, the main spokes­ 

man for union participation, be expelled from the movement, and some 

clubs threatened to disaffiliate if this was not done. In May 1902 

the clubs' national association held a conference in Dtisseldorf at which 

Neumann and Stttcker (another relative progressive) failed to be re-elected 

on to the national executive. At this the VJUrttemberg association 

disaffiliated. Quandel expressed his satisfaction with the outcome in a 

letter to a Bochum factory owner:

"There is no doubt that the Protestant workers 1 clubs, which have 
made it their task to further the love of Kaiser and Reich, to 
strengthen Protestant awareness and to preserve good relations 
between employers and employees, are of particular importance at 
this time when the working classes are being increasingly courted 
for endeavours which run directly counter to national and social 
peace. In the turbid flood of anti-monarchical and revolutionary 
waves in which a large part of the German workers are caught today 
the Protestant workers' clubs have proved themselves as a sure and 
immovable rock in the ocean on which the shock of the anti-state 
and anti-law and order waves break in vain. In particular the 
clubs of our area association have consistently shown that they 
take seriously the defence against the false socialist spirit and

1. StAB, h?9, RPA to Minister des Innern 13. h. 1898, 13.11.1898;
STAK, RA I 10U, Rheinisch- festfalische Arbeiter-Zeitung 21.5.189?.



the fostering of good relations between employers and employees, 
esDecially recently through their firm attitude towards the efforts 
of men like pastor Neumann. They have earned recognition from all 
loyal people". 1

After this the national leadership did its best to stop further discussion 

of the trade union question. The "Bochumeis" mistrust was not, however, 

allayed, and they temporarily broke off to form their own Protestant

' Workers' Association (Evangelische Arbeiterbund). Although the breach

p 
was healed quickly they retained their separate identity.

The 1905 miners 1 strike presented the Protestant clubs with a further 

challenge. This time they did not come out against the strike as 

strongly as in 1889; indeed; they supported some of the demands raised 

by the strikers. But this did not prevent some Protestant leaders, 

particularly Franken and Quandel, from issuing leaflets urging an end 

to the strike; and there was a bitter newspaper war between Quandel and 

the Gewerkverein's paper, Per Bergknappe, in which the latter accused

Quandel of doing his best to sabotage the strike by spreading false

3reports. But Franken and Quandel were fighting a losing battle;

there is no evidence that much notice was taken of their words, and 

after the strike there was a large influx of members of Protestant 

workers' clubs into the Gewerkverein. In April 1905 Franken resigned 

from the chair of the Bochum area association in protest at the soft 

line which he felt the clubs had generally taken in the strike, and at

1. IZF, Volksblatt 12.9.1902.

2. StAB, U80, RPA to Minister des Innern 15.11.1901; 2)4. 11. 1902; 
8.12.1903; 20.12.190U; Erakelinann Soziale Frage p. 193

3. STAfa, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1 8I;6, RPA to Minister des Innern 9.2.1905; 
Oberbergamt Dortmund 1 8U5, Per EerRknappe 18.2.1905.
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the reforms which the government now proposed and which were welcomed 

by many clubs. Under his successor, pastor Bokamp from Bochum, the 

clubs in the area took a more conciliatory line. At a conference in 

Wattenscheid in 1906 a new approach to the trade union question was 

accepted by the association, although against opposition from some 

members* The new resolution read:

"1. The conference recognises the trade union movement as 
justified when it is of a purely economic nature and seeks to further 
the common good in co-operation with other professional classes; 
since the workers can never solve the worker question alone.

2. The conference therefore expects members of the Protestant 
workers 1 clubs, in accordance with their constitutional concern for 
a peaceful relationship between employers and employees, to avoid 
or leave such trade union organisations as are linked with social 
democracy, and recommends them only to join such unions which are 
based on national and Christian principles, limit themselves simply 
to the representation of professional interests, and therefore 
refrain from any influence on the religious and political convictions 
and activity of their members.

3. The conference therefore makes it a duty of members of 
Protestant workers' clubs who are members of or join the Christian 
Gewerkverein to ensure within this union that they avoid any link 
with the social democratic unions, since any such link directly 
contradicts the constitution of the Protestant workers 1 clubs as well 
as that of the Christian and national workers f organisations". 2

Thus although Protestants were now permitted to defend their economic 

interest through unions, and could even join Catholic dominated organisa­ 

tions, their hostility towards the socialists remained as explicit and

strong as ever.

Seven years later the Protestant workers' clubs gave strong support to 

the refusal of the Gewerkverein to .loin the miners' strike of 1912, and

1. StAB, U80, RPA to Minister des Innern 22.12.190^; IZF Pergarbeiter- 
8.5>.1905>.

2. STA1-I, RA I 98, Polizei Commissar Bochum to RPA 12. 11.1906.
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to its appeal to the government to intervene to defend miners who wished 

to continue to work. The leaders of the Hhineland and Westphalia 

association issued a stern warning to their followers:

"Social-democratic and anarcho-socialist agitators are trying to 
drive the Ruhr miners into a strike. At some pits the work force 
is already partially out. We urgently warn our members not to 
participate in the inadequately justified and therefore hopeless 
strike. The workers 1 cause will only be harmed by such a stoppage. 
\The German workers have no cause to enter a strike in favour of 
anti-German English industry, or to satisfy the agitation needs of 
the Social Democratic Party..." 1

The Protestant clubs thus consistently opposed strikes and did their 

best to maintain harmonious relations between employers and workers.

Some employers seem to have approved their actions and made financial

2contributions to the clubs. How successful they were in convincing

their members of the need for harmonious relations with the employers 

is less clear, and the fact that Franken eventually had to resign 

suggests that many workers of the clubs had limited sympathy with his 

strong views. But even if many Protestant workers did not fully 

accept the views of Franken and the more extreme conservatives in the 

leadership of the clubs, there can be little doubt that the effect of 

the clubs was to strengthen the conservative element within the working 

class and greatly to weaken the ability of social democratic leaders to 

appeal successfully to large numbers of Protestant workers.

1. STAM, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1856, Hheinisch-Westfalische Zeitun^ 9-3.1912.

2. In 1901 the Touise Tiefbau mining company contributed 500 marks towards 
the cost of a new home for the Barop club; in Essen Krupp contributed 
to the Protestant workers' club. But at least some employers were 
disappointed at the clubs' acceDtance of trade unionism in 1905. 
BA, 18/68 Ionise Tiefbau Aufsichtsrat meeting 6.5.1901; K. Saul 
Staatj Industrie, Arbeiterbewegung im Kaiserreich (Diisseldorf, 197U) 
pp. 1U8 ff.See also BA, 11^/119 Zeche Friedrich der Grosse to 
Bergrevierbeamten Heme 5-12



- 138 -

The opposition of the Protestant clubs to the social democrats was 

expressed not only On such issues as the trade union question but also 

more directly in elections. Ludwig Fischer, the founder of the 

original club in Gelsenkirchen, became an office holder in the National 

Liberal party. In the 1893 Reichstag election Rischer wanted to 

stand as a candidate in Bochum himself, but was eventually persuaded 

by the National Liberals to stand down in favour of Dr. Haarmann, the 

mayor of Witten. The party agreed, however, that in future they would

consult the leaders of the Protestant workers 1 clubs before selecting

2 
candidates. In 1898 Hermann Franken himself stood as candidate, and

the clubs were particularly active in his campaign. Pastor Goecker, 

addressing the Witten club, urged them to vote for Franken, "who was

himself a worker, who did not have inherited wealth, and who, basing

3himself on the Protestant faith, has a heart for the workers..."

Shortly before the poll the executive of the Bochum area Protestant 

workers 1 clubs issued an appeal:

"The Protestant workers 1 clubs are not political clubs. But their 
members, as individuals, must be made fully aware that every 
Protestant Christian and patriotic voter is co-responsible for the 
tremendous decision of election day.

Protestant voters! You must not allow an unbelieving and 
unpatriotic social democrat, nor an anti-Protestant ultramontane to 
get the victory. The only candidate in the Bochum electoral 
district who comes into question for us and for you is Herr Hermann 
Franken from Schalke... Every man on board1 Every Protestant worker 
must be an agitator] Try to encourage the lukewarm, to set right 
those led astray! Confront them seriously with the question, 'IJhat 
has Fuchs, what has Lehmann achieved, and what has Franken achieved? 1 
Anyone who answers this honestly will not find the decision difficult, 
he will vote on the 16th of June for Hermann Franken of SchalkeJ" h

1. Brakelmann Soziale Frage p.193*

2. IZF, Rheinisch-Westfalische Arbeiter-Zeitung 2h.£.1893«

3. Nettmann Witten in den Reichstagswahlen pp.133-U; Wittener Zeitun% 6.6.1898,

h. ibid, pp.135-6, Wittener Zeitung 10.6.1
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At subsequent elections the Protestant clubs suDoorted National Liberal
«t j.

candidates. In 1903, despite the internal difficulties of the movement, 

most of the clubs came out for the party. 1 And in 1912 the party

selected as candidate a miner, Heckmann, -who was a member of the
I-) 

Protestant Workers' Association. In that year Heckmann won the Bochum

seat back from the social democrats who had won the previous two elections,

The religious clubs were generally successful in recruiting members, 

although they, like most organisations in the Ruhr, suffered from the 

geographical mobility of many workers. In Alteribochum the SPD branch 

had 280 male and 100 female members in 1911; these members came from 

neighbouring Laer and Quereriberg as well as from Altenbochum itself. 

The Catholic miners 1 club had 180 members, and two Church sponsored 

Polish clubs had a total of 310 members. Two Protestant workers 1 clubs 

had 1?8 members between them. There was thus no question in this 

mixed area of any one club being particularly preeminent. The religious 

organisations showed no sign of losing their influence on the workers as 

the war approached; in 1913 the Langendreer Amtmann could report that in 

the last year the local SPD branch had declined from 600 to b50 members 

and that the social democratic agitation had slackened and lost impetus; 

on the other hand, however, "there are strong Protestant and Catholic 

workers' clubs which have freouently held well attended meetings and have 

had a strong growth in membership'! In 1901 there were reported to be

1. SUB, U80, RPA to Minister des Innern 8.12.1903.

2. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 2.2.1912.

3. SUB, U82, Amt Bochum II to KLB 18.8.1911; KLB to RPA 25.8.1911.

h. SUB, U82, Amt Harpen to KLB 12.8.1913.



- mo -

37 Protestant workers' clubs in the Bochum-Gelsenkirchen area; by 1909 

(although the area may not have been exactly the same) the organisation 

had 69 clubs and some 12,^00 members - an increase at least sufficient 

to keep up with the growth of the population. 1 Although the numerical 

evidence is patchy and unsatisfactory, there is no doubt that the 

religious clubs managed to maintain their popularity in the years before 

191U.

Conclusions

The Churches and religious organisations thus exerted an important 

influence on the new working class in the Ruhr. They played a central 

role in the socialization of the workers in the new industrial environ­ 

ment. They provided an essentially familiar and reassuring setting for 

the establishment of social and community ties, and their activities 

extended well beyond the narrowly religious. The backing of priest or 

pastor provided a social as well as a religious legitimacy on such 

organisations. They filled an important social and cultural need and 

formed a crucial element in the shaping of working class social 

consciousness and social life.

One of their chief effects, however, was that the existing divisions 

TdLthin the working class were preserved and strengthened. Social ties

1. StAB, U80, RFA to Minister des Innern 15.11.1901; STA1-1, Oberprasidium 
269ii Bd.2 Siegener Volksblatt 18.5.1909-

2. The importance of denominational clubs in filling the social vacuum 
left by the withdrawal of the state from active and detailed involve­ 
ment in the miners 1 lives in the 18^0's and 1860's has been stressed 
by Tenfelde: Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.362.



and social loyalties were directed not to workers' clubs and workers' 

organisations per se but to Catholic or Protestant workers' organisa­ 

tions. A four-way division was established between German Catholics, 

Poles, Protestants and social democrats (with further smaller minorities), 

all of whom were in large measure isolated from and suspicious of the 

others. In later years, particularly after 1905, some of the hostility 

between Catholics and Protestants was overcome - but largely as the 

result of their common strong opposition to the social democrats. There 

was thus not one working class subculture in the Ruhr: rather there were
>

a number of rival ones, outwardly similar in many respects (notably in 

the love of clubs and associations which was common throughout the 

district) but characterized by profound mutual suspicion and incompre­ 

hension.

The political effects of the denominational workers' organisations were 

therefore in two ways conservative: first, through the overt political 

beliefs and attitudes which they encouraged: varying degrees of commit­ 

ment to social and industrial harmony, support for emperor and father­ 

land, and bitter hostility to social democratic ideas of social change; 

second, and perhaps ultimately more important, through the preservation 

and strengthening of religious, ethnic and social divisions within the 

working class and through the profound hindrances which this put in the 

way of any attempt to create a united class struggle for change.

The political importance of the denominational workers' organisations 

was recognised by the state authorities, who classified their regular 

reports on the denominational unions and clubs under the heading 

"Treasures against Social Democracy". The Arnsberg Re gienmgs-President,
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whose area included the eastern Ruhr, observed in 1895:

"It is above all the patriotic and Christian associations, such as 
the Protestant workers' and youth clubs, the Catholic workers' and 
youth clubs and the Catholic apprentices' clubs which offer the 
possibility of bringing the advance of social democracy to an 
effective halt. The monthly meetings with instructive lectures 
and all sorts of exhibitions revive in a gratifying way the feeling 
for home and family, for fatherland and Church, and in many places 
bear witness to the friendly relations between employer and 
employee. The glorious days of the 1870/71 war are celebrated 
with wide participation in these clubs, and it is to be expected 
that these festivities will be of lasting influence on many workers"

StAB, U79 RPA to Minister des Innern 20.10.1895. This official 
view of religious organisations appears to have been widespread: 
from the Amtmann in Langendreer who supported the creation there 
of a new Catholic parish as a bastion against social democracy, 
to the German Chancellor Eethmann Hollweg who interceded at the 
Vatican on behalf of the Christian trade unions on exactly the 
same grounds. Croon "Studien" p.102; Ross Beleaguered Tower 
pp.112-113.
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CHAPTER h WORK IN THE MINES

In the preceding chapters we have noted that the newly emerging working 

class in the Ruhr, despite its numerical preponderance and economic 

importance, was characterized by strong and persisting internal divisions 

and by a lack of settled continuity. We have focussed in particular on 

such aspects as differing geographical and ethnic origins, the lack of 

settled community, divisive housing patterns, and the persistence of 

denominational divisions in social and cultural life. In this chapter
*

we will turn to that feature of the miners 1 lives which appeared to offer 

a focus for and an incentive to some sort of workers' solidarity and 

unity which might transcend these social divisions: the common experience 

of work in the mines. Did this experience form a basis for working class 

unity, despite the social divisions? Did the miners, as has recently 

been suggested, form an "occupational community", based on shared work 

experience and characterized by solidarity rather than division? The 

test of these questions will come in later chapters, when we examine 

various expressions of protest and conflict between workers and employers. 

Such conflict grew in large measure out of the experience of work itself, 

and in this chapter we will attempt to identify and examine some of its 

main features.

Jobs at the mine

The great majority of miners in the Ruhr went through approximately the 

same career structure: following this through will provide a framework 

to understand the main mine-workers' jobs.

1. Crew Industry and Community pp.321-338. See also the theory of the 
"isolated mass" applied to miners by Kerr and Siegel in "Interindustry 

Propensity to Strike".



Although boys left school at the age of fourteen, they were forbidden 

by law from working below ground until the age of sixteen, and thus for 

their first two years had to be employed at the surface. They booked 

trucks as they came up from the pit, noted the face from which they 

came, helped to empty them, to sort the coal from "dirt" or stone and 

to load the coal into railway wagons. They did lamp cleaning and 

general odd jobs. Because there was only a limited amount of such 

work at the surface, many youths on leaving school at first sought 

alternative factory work and only applied to the pits when they became 

eligible to work underground: this in turn led to complaints from

nine companies that they were losing young workers, including miners'

2sons, who found mine-work unacceptable after a taste of factory work.

At sixteen the youth went underground. Here he did such jobs as man 

the main gates at the shaft, control loaded trucks on inclines and when 

they arrived at the shaft ( Bremser ) and handle the pit ponies. At 

eighteen he became a haulier (Schlepper), responsible for transporting 

the trucks between the coal face and the pit shaft. The haulier had a 

limited amount of assistance in this, mainly from pit ponies but to an 

increasing extent from machines. Ponies were first introduced into the

Dits in the 185>0 f s, and in 1903 it was estimated that there were still

3around 8,000 in the region. The introduction of mechanical transport

was slower in the Ruhr than in some other coal fields such as in the Saar 

or in England, because there were more curves and bends, due to the

1. Iflinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.29.

2. BA, 18/22.

3. Oberschuir Heranziehung p.19; Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.26.



relatively convoluted coal seams. Nevertheless, during the 1890's a 

number of mines introduced powered rope systems for pulling trucks over 

stretches of around 1,000 metres or more. Over shorter distances 

powered shutes (whereby the coal was shaken forward) and conveyor belts 

were tried in the last decade before the war, though with only limited 

success. But despite the use of ponies, and increasingly of machines, 

the haulier remained primarily dependent on his own sheer physical 

strength, particularly in the narrower", steeper and more contorted 

passages.

After around two years as a haulier (and his period of military service), 

the young man became an apprentice hewer (T.ehrhauer). Here he learned 

the art of cutting coal and all the associated skills of the hewer, 

working under the eye of an experienced older hewer. In addition to 

actually cutting coal and shovelling it into the trucks, the apprentice

hewer was usually responsible for pushing the full trucks from the face

2to the point where they were collected by the hauliers.

It was only after this succession of jobs, and after at least a year as 

an apprentice hewer, that the young man normally became a full hewer. 

Hewers formed the largest single category of worker in the mine, and 

were the group resnonsible for actually cutting and filling the coal. 

The hewer relied until after the first world war alinost exclusively on 

his traditional tools of pick and explosive. Often in extremely cramped

1. Schunder Tradition und Fortschritt pp.96-101; Pieper Lage der
Pergarbeiter p.26; Oberschuir Heranziehung pp.20-25; B.L. Coombes 
These Poor Hands (London, 1939) p.135.

2. IHinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.30.
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conditions, perhaps crouching or even lying down if the seam was narrow, 

he hacked out a section of the face, either to try to get the coal to 

fall from its own weight after the removal of temporary props, or to 

place an explosive charge which would loosen it. Once the coal was 

loosened he had to shovel it "back and into trucks for conveyance from 

the face. This might involve considerable contortions in the 

restricted space. As the face advanced timber pit props had to be put 

into position. The work was made difficult and hazardous by dust, 

poor light and in some seams by excessive water. In the deeper pits 

high temperatures added to the general unpleasantness. Added to this 

was the danger of a roof-fall, a danger which required constant vigilance 

from the miner. The adverse aspects of the miner's job were obvious and 

many, but the work did have some compensations; as Georg Werner, the 

chairman of the Overmans 1 Association noted in 1912, it made full use of 

a man's skill and intelligence:

"The miner's activity has this beauty to it: it is no routine work 
and with every action the intelligence can come into play. There 
are constantly occasions, in drilling, placing timber, clearing 
falls etc., where a good idea can save many hours of work. Such 
activity offers satisfaction...." 1

It would be naive to imagine that the satisfactions outweighed the evils 

of the miner's work; but it would be wrong to forget that they existed 

and formed part of the basis of the special pride which many miners felt 

about their work.

There was little impact from machines on the hewer's work before 191U. 

Various cutting machines, mainly British and American, were tried. But

1. STAM, Frankfurter Zeitung. 11.2.1912. See Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus 
p.U5; Stearns Lives of Labour pp.230-231  
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they were large and unwieldy; many seams in the Ruhr were too steep 

and contorted for them, and the coal was freouently too soft. A 

further problem was said to be the general reluctance of many miners to 

adopt mechanized methods at all. The only significant advance was 

the adoption of the powered hand drill, (Abbauhammer). This was held 

by the miner, was powered by electricity or compressed air, and 

delivered up to a thousand blows a minute. It was first used for coal 

cutting in German mines in 1 906, and although it eventually became the 

miner's main tool, as late as 191U there were fewer than six hundred in
4

use. Some disliked it because of the vibrations, which were thought to
2be harmful to health. Explosive retained its vital role in dislodging

coal, and - together with pick and shovel - remained in the vast majority

of cases the hewer's only tools. Apart from them he relied on sheer
3physical strength and dexterity.

Hewers always worked in teams, never alone. The size of the team varied, 

reaching up to around twenty men, though they were often quite small, not 

infrequently consisting of only two men. To some extent the predominance 

of small teams appears to have been the result of the absence of powered 

cutting machines, for until they were introduced in the 1920's there was

1. Schunder Tradition und Fortschritt p. 91; Oberschuir Heranziehung 
pp. 27 -32; Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.

2. Schunder Tradition und Fortschritt p. 91 ; Oberschuir Heranziehung pp. 32 -33. —————————————————— ————————

3. On the generally slow pace of mechanization of the hewer's work in the 
nineteenth century in Germany and Britain, see A.J. Taylor "The Coal 
Industry" in D.H. Aldcroft (ed) The Development of British Industry 
and Foreign Competition (London," 1968) p. 56; Schofer Formation of a. 
modern labor force pp. 11 -12; R. Samuel "Mineral Workers" in Samuel 
(ed) Kiners, Quarry/men and Saltworkers pp.3U-37; R. Samuel "The 

Workshop of the World" in History Workshop Journal (3, Spring 1977) pp. 21 -23.

h. Pieper lage der Bergarbeiter p.2h; 1-Iiinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p. 62.



relatively little economic incentive to organize the work around a few 

long faces rather than a plethora of small ones; certainly the 1920's 

did see a raaid change to a small number of long faces in the Ruhr mines. 

Each team of hewers (Kameradschaft) had a leader, known as the Ortsalteste 

who was appointed by the mine management. In the case of a two-man team 

the Ortsalteste was a hewer, while his assistant would frequently be an 

apprentice hewer. The Ortsalteste was responsible for safety and the

effective conduct of the work, and acted as spokesman for his team in
p discussions with management.

A minority of hewers could advance to other jobs. Some became special­ 

ists, exclusively concerned with shot-firing, or driving or maintaining 

the roadways. Some rose to become overmen (Steiger), a post of 

considerable social status in the district. Overmen supervised a number 

of faces, and were responsible to the management for achieving the 

desired output. Potential overmen did a two year part-time training 

course at one of the twenty-five mining institutes in the area. It was 

even possible for a miner to rise to become a pit manager (Betriebsfuhrer). 

Such advancement was only possible, however, for a small minority. Tost 

stayed as hewers until accident or failing strength forced them to leave 

work underground and to return to the surface for the final years of their 

working life.

1. Schunder Tradition und Fortschritt p.88.

2. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.2b.

3. Kiinz I-age der Bergarbeiter p. 139. There can have been few, if any, of 
the completely illiterate and innurnerate overmen who were found 
occasionally in the Durham pits: D. Douglass "The Durham Pitman" in 
Samuel (ed) Miners, ^Tiarryinen and Saltworkers p.216.
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Not all mine workers followed this career pattern. Some learned 

particular skills which kept them at the surface, working with the 

machinery or in the brick-works which accompanied many mines. New 

immigrants to the area could become an apprentice hewer immediately if 

they were strong enough and demand for labour was high. Nevertheless, 

this broad pattern was common to the great majority of miners.

The mining industry therefore differed- from others in that the divisions 

between the workers in it were for the most part the consequence of 

differing age and physical strength, rather than due to a permanent 

separation into "skilled" and "unskilled". The strength and dexterity 

of the good miner, which enabled him to earn well in his best years, 

declined with age and could not guarantee future high earnings. Nor 

could strength and skills be passed on from father to son: it was

impossible for an elite of workers to maintain themselves and their sons

2
as a permanent "aristocracy" from which others could be excluded* This

pattern could and did create tensions between older experienced miners 

and youngsters who through their greater physical strength could earn 

considerable sums: it was alleged in 1890 that the young apprentice 

hewers had lost their traditional respect for the older men with whom 

they worked and from whom they were supposed to be learning their skills,

1. STAM, Frankfurter Zeitung 11.2.1912. Only a minority of immigrants 
probably had previous experience of mine work, mainly in Upper Silesia,

2. The ability to pass on a privileged status from father to son has been 
identified as one of the most important features of a "labour aristo­ 
cracy". Crew found that in Bochum skilled metal workers and other 
skilled workers and artisans were commonly able to ensure that their 
sons also achieved skilled status; amongst miners, however, local 
knowledge and connections appear to have been used to enable sons to 
avoid mine work rather than to achieve special status within it. 
E.J. Hobsbawm "The labour Aristocracy in Nineteenth Century Britain" 

in labouring Ken (London, 1969 edition) p.273; Crew Industry and 
Community pp.95-98. See also R. Samuel "Introduction" in Samuel (ed) 

Miners ,Quarrymen and Saltworkers p.xii.
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and that their only concern was to boost their earnings as much as 

possible. But despite such frictions, the career structure meant 

that the expectations and experience of work was broadly common to the 

great majority of miners. It thus provided at least a basis for a 

sense of common fate, common interests and solidarity.

Social relations in the mines

As we have seen, the miners worked in teams, ranging from two men up to

around twenty, the precise number depending on the size of the face
>

being worked. The members of a team were entirely dependent on each 

other, both for their physical safety since a mistake by any one of them 

could cause a serious accident, and for their pay since this was based 

on the output of the entire team. Such a system of mutual inter­ 

dependence could only function smoothly when the members of the team 

could trust each other. It is likely that friends tended to work 

together when possible and that outsiders were only accepted into a 

team under a certain amount of suspicion, until they had proved them­ 

selves personally acceptable to the existing members. Once working 

together, and assuming that there was no reason for antagonism, close 

personal relations were likely to grow up between colleagues. As has 

been noted with specific reference to miners in Yorkshire: "The team

of colliers, with this system of mutual dependence, is the hub of the
p social structure of coalnining". The close relations within the team

did not necessarily extend far beyond it: the members of one team

1. StAB, Ii62, Westfaiische Volkszeitung 7.5.1890; see also StAB, hl9 
Amt Hofstede to KLB 31.7.1900.

2. Dennis et ai: Coal is our life p.1'5.



might well be suspicious or even hostile towards other teams - if, for 

instance, they thought that the other team was taking undue safety 

risks, or threatened through excessive productivity to set off a wage 

reduction. They might, of course, equally wen have good relations 

with other teams, but we should note that the mere fact of working 

together underground, while inducing a certain degree of mutual 

interdependence and solidarity between miners tended to focus this on 

the team itself. Except in moments of crisis - such as when an 

accident occurred - it did not necessarily lead to a marked diminution 

of the suspicions and divisions which were apparent above ground.

The miners could exercise a certain amount of control over their work. 

Continued and detailed supervision was impossible in a situation where 

the men were working in small groups at a number of faces with only a 

minimum of light. The overman was normally responsible for about 50 

miners, though sometimes many more and might well manage to visit each

face for which he was responsible only once or twice in the course of
2 a shift. Nevertheless, there were factors which ensured that the

pressure was kept on the miners, despite the inability of the overman 

to exercise a detailed supervisory role. One was that the Ortsalteste 

was chosen not by the members of his team but by the overman. The 

Ortsalteste was usually paid slightly more than the other members of the

1 . Tenfelde suggests that Poles and l^asurians preferred where possible 
to work with compatriots: Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p,22l;.

2. E.G. Spencer "Between Capital and Labour: Supervisory Personel in 
Ruhr Heavy Industry" in Journal of Social History (1975) p.181; 
Herbig "Schnierigkeiten des I-ohnwesens im Bergbau" in Gluckauf 
(28.12.1907) p.1750.
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team and thus had something to lose if he was removed from the post; 

since he negotiated all agreements with the overman on behalf of his 

team - in fact if not in theory - we can take it that once an agreement 

had been reached he was personally concerned to ensure that its terms 

were fulfilled, if only to avoid any loss of credibility in later 

dealings. The wage system too was designed to keep the pressure on 

the miners: they were paid by the coal they produced rather than by 

the hours they worked. As we shall see, the miners - through the 

Ortsalteste - had some say in the negotiation of the rate at which they 

were to be paid for each truck of coal; and once a rate had been agreed 

they had in theory considerable latitude as to how much they actually 

produced. But in practice they had to ensure that they produced 

enough to give each member of the team a reasonable wage - without, on 

the other hand, producing so much that at the next renegotiation the 

rate would be cut. The overman might further try to stimulate his men 

to work by encouraging competition between one team and another, with 

rewards for higher output. Thus despite the difficulties inherent in 

effectively supervising the miners at work, the overman and the mine 

management generally were able to ensure that they were kept under 

pressure to achieve a "satisfactory" output. It was only within these 

limits, in the area of detailed hour-by-hour decisions as to how precisely 

the various tasks were to be executed and their pace, that the miners had 

a real and important element of control over their work. Nevertheless, 

even this limited control did perhaus give some satisfaction, and a

1. Hue Eergarbelter II p.162.
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certain self-confidence in their own skill and judgement, to many miners 

- at least in comparison with that found among pure production-line

workers.

The most significant representative of management in the miner's life 

was the overman. He exercised very extensive power over the men under 

his direction, being himself responsible to the manager for securing 

the required output. He allocated the work to the various teams, and 

negotiated rates of pay _ although his deals had to be ratified by
t

senior management. He was responsible for the day to day supervision 

of the work, for regulating any overtime, and for the maintenance of 

discipline and safety precautions. The impact of the overman on the 

miner was thus very considerable. A man who made himself unpopular 

with his overman could find himself in trouble, being moved, for 

instance, to a coal face where there was little opportunity to earn good 

money. This happened to August Schmidt - later to be a leader - after

he stayed away from work on May Day 1906; his pay fell from 6.50 to

2ii.75 marks a shift in consquence. The importance of the overman was

expressed in the miners' adage: "Der Kohlberg und der Steiger macht den

3BergmannJ"-

Relations between miners and overmen were frequently very bad. The 

overman's oower and the fact that news came from him, even when the

1. The importance of even a limited amount of "job control" to Durham 
miners is stressed in Douglass "The Durham Pitman" pp.2lh-220.

2. Schmidt Tang war der Weg p.U9.

3. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.6?; Spencer "Between Capital and 
labour" p.180.



policy originated further up the management hierarchy, meant that 

frustration and hostility were commonly focussed on him. It was 

alleged that overmen enjoyed cutting wages and disliked raising them. 

"Hatred" was a term sometimes used to describe the miners' feeling 

towards the overmen. l^uch of this, as the overmen's spokesmen 

claimed, may have been unfair: overmen were caught between senior 

management who decided general policy on wages, overtime, fines etc., 

but who compelled the overmen to enforce it, and the miners. Overmen 

were liable to lose their own job if they failed to carry through 

management policy efficiently, and it was the slump rather than a 

change in the personal attitudes of mine officials which led to a 

general sharpening of discipline and friction from the 1870's. Never­ 

theless, it was claimed that some pits preferred former NCO's for 

certain posts, and. that a parade ground atmosphere sometimes prevailed. 

Indeed, Heinrich Imbusch, a Catholic miners' leader, maintained that 

conditions were even worse: "Apart from the fact that /mine officials__7 

took absolutely no notice of the miners' feelings, some officials 

adopted a tone which is not even used on the parade ground. The miners 

were often ridiculed, mocked and insulted as they went about their work, 

and even now and then /~physically_/ maltreated".

One particular practice which gave rise to considerable resentment was 

the system by which trucks which contained too much rock or were

1. H. Imbusch Arbeitsverhflltnis und .Arbeiterorganisation im deutschen 
Pergbau (Essen, 1908) pp.126-127; Rheini sen-Westfalische Zeitung 
28.6.1889, quoted in W. Kdllmann and A. Gladen Per Eergarbeiterstreik 
von 1889 und die Grflndung des 'Alten Verbandes' in ausgewahlten 
Dokunenten der Zeit (Bochiim, 1369) pp.196-197; Tucas Arbeiterradikalisinus 
p.271; STAl'-i, Oberprasidium 2828a Dortmunder Zeitung 27.7.1889; 
Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.2^3, 276ff.



insufficiently full were completely discounted from the tally of the 

team's total output when it came to calculating their wages, despite 

the coal which such trucks did in fact contain. This system - known 

as Null en - was defended as necessary to ensure that the miners sent 

up only coal to the surface and did not simply ballast the trucks with 

rock. The value of the coal which the trucks did contain was commonly 

put towards a social benefit fund, rather than simply taken as profit 

by the mine, and it is doubtful whether the miners lost more overall 

under this system than under the suggested alternative of a system of 

fines. Nevertheless, the Nullen system caused considerable and bitter 

resentment between miners and officials, and its abolition was a commonly 

voiced demand. The main reason was the arbitrary power which the system 

put in the hands of management; since it was inevitable that some stone 

got into virtually every truck - particularly since the miners were 

working in semi-darkness and sometimes under considerable pressure to 

increase their output - and since it was also inevitable that trucks 

should lose some of their load in the knocks of the long ,iourney from 

the coal face to the surface, the decision of the mine official to dis­ 

count some trucks but not others often appeared to be essentially 

arbitrary. It was a power which the management could use as harshly 

or as leniently as it chose - but in either case with immediate effects 

on the miners' pay packets. In I90h the Essen police commissar

described I'fal] en as "very fashionable", and it was alleged that at a

2number of pits up to a quarter of some teams' output was being discounted.

1. StAB, Uli5, Denkschrift liber die Untersuchung pp.26-27; Kirchhoff 
Sozialpolitik pp.156-157.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.86; Hue Bergarbeiter II pp.583-58b.
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In 1892 the Berggesetznovelle gave the miners the right to appoint a 

checkweighman, -who could watch over the actions of the official 

responsible for discounting trucks; but, unlike the parallel arrange­ 

ments in England, the checkweighman had to be paid by the miners, and 

none aopear to have been appointed. Following the miners' strike of 

1 905 a further Perggesetznovelle abolished the Nullen system, and 

replaced it with a system of fines, with the proviso that no worker

should be fined more than five marks a" month; the truck was counted
2to the team's credit. Although such fines could bite just as hard

into take-home pay and could be equally arbitrary in their incidence, 

the reform abolished a practice which had caused very considerable con­ 

flict, and had become "a symbol of arbitrariness and injustice". 

There is certainly no sign that the system of financial deductions 

caused anything like as much conflict between management and miners.

Nevertheless, the abolition of Nullen did not mean an end to conflict. 

We shall see later in the chapter how deep-seated were the roots of 

conflict between overmen and miners over such issues as wages and the 

hours of work. .And in addition to these large issues there were a 

multitude of apparently minor questions which could lead to mistrust 

and a sense of grievance. Despite the growing size and complexity of

1. Pieper Tage der Eergarbeiter pp.97-98.

2. 1'iinz Tage der Bergarbeiter p.79.

3. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik p.1$7; Volksblatt I6.k.l908. See also the 
poem "Stwas vom Nullen" by the Bochum militant and poet Heinrich 
Kanpchen printed in W. Keeping (ed) Schwarze Solidaritat 
(Oberhausen, 19?U) p. 12.
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the mines and the resulting changes in higher management structure, 

methods of enforcing work discipline and the resulting social 

relations between overmen and miners showed little fundamental change 

throughout the prewar period. Although conditions varied to some 

extent from mine to mine and at different times, we can fairly claim 

that relations were generally bad; and suggest that this in turn may

have given the miners a certain sense of common identity through facing

2together an essentially hostile and arbitrary set of superiors.

There was only occasional contact between the miners and the senior 

managers and the mine owners themselves. In the mid-nineteenth century 

pits were generally small, with an average workforce of only around one 

hundred in 1860. In this situation it was easy for the employer to 

personally know his workers. The tradition of the identifiable 

individual as head of the firm persisted: some companies, like Krupp, 

continued to be purely family concerns; the majority, such as the 

Harpener Eergbau AG and the Gelsenkirchener Eergwerks AG, were owned by 

shareholders but were often managed by very prominent individuals - in 

these cases Robert I'user and Emil Kirdorff - in a manner not very 

dissimilar to that of the private owners. As we have seen, many 

companies in the Ruhr tried to build up a sense of company loyalty 

through the provision of housing and related social benefits.

1. Spencer "Between Capital and labour", p.189.

2. In 190U the Essen police commissar considered that relations between 
lower mine officials and men were good at very few pits, and that 
the generally bad social relations were the most serious problem 
facing the mines. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.86.

3. Table 1.
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Nevertheless, such policies could not obscure the fact that as the size 

of the mines increased it became less and less possible for any personal 

contact to take place between the individual miner and his employer. 

By 1890 the pits employed on average over seven hundred men, and the 

best that a pit manager could achieve was to visit each face once a 

month. Even this became impossible as the mines grew: by 1900 the 

average size was 1,360 men, and by 1913*2,360. The growth affected

long-established pits as well as the newer and deeper pits to the north

2 of the area, where several thousand men might be employed. And as

the numbers of workers increased, there was a parallel concentration of 

ownership in fewer and fewer hands: in 1912 ninety per cent of the Ruhr 

mines were reported to be in the hands of eleven companies; of twenty- 

two mines around Bochum no fewer than eight belonged to the Harpener
3Bergbau AG.

The growing size of the mining companies, and their distance from the 

individual miner, did not reduce their interest in paternalist provisions 

for their employees; indeed, as we saw in an earlier chapter, the trend 

was for an increasing provision of housing and other social benefits. 

The companies used such benefits to preserve loyalty and continue a 

policy of paternalist control in an industrial situation when this could 

no longer be maintained on a truly personal basis. In this they seem 

to have had some success. T-Jhen we come to discuss the miners' protest

1. StAB, Wa5, Denkschrift liber die Untersuchung p. 11.

2. Five mines to the south of Bochum which in 186U employed on average 
32h workers, in 1912 employed on average 1,850 workers. Croon 
"Studien" p.111.

3. STAK, Frankfurter Zeitung 11.2.1912; StAB, h65.
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movements we shall see how politically conservative the great majority 

remained, and how reluctant they were to translate their undoubted and 

forcefully expressed grievances over the conditions of their employment 

into a radical critique of the economy and society in which they lived.

In many cases miners' perceptions of the mine in which they worked were 

divided: on the one hand there were the unpleasant overmen and junior 

officials with whom they came into daily contact and whose decisions 

could cause considerable hostility and protest; and on the other were 

the owners and senior managers, the Krupps, Musers and others, who 

seemed to be responsible not only for employment and the opportunity of 

relatively high earnings, but also for a range of social benefits and 

who showed at least apparent concern for the well-being of their 

employees. This is not to say that miners were incapable of perceiving 

the links between the different aspects of their situation; it was 

rather that for most of the time the two perceptions were in different 

comoartments, so that it was possible to act on the basis of one percep­ 

tion without bringing into serious question the other.

As the real gap between the individual miner and his employer became 

wider, so this division between the miner's perceptions of the men 

under whom he worked became a more important buttress of the company's 

continued authority over him. Host of the evils of the mine could 

easily be blamed on overmen, while the responsibility of the wider 

entity, the company, was less obvious and. lay hidden behind their much 

vaunted social conscience. It was easy for miners to concentrate on 

their immediate difficulties and not to worry too much about the deeper 

causes.
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Health and Safety

Mine work has frequently aroused particular concern and sympathy for its 

practitioners in view of the dangers to which they are subjected. 

Although other trades matched its dangers when calculated as the risk to 

any given individual, mining was unique in the numbers of men subjected 

to a high degree of danger. And the sympathy has been strengthened by 

the horror which most people feel about the prospect of death deep below 

the ground. As we shall see, the dangers not only of sudden and 

dramatic death or injury but also of disease were a very real ingredient 

in the work experience of miners in the Ruhr before 191U.

The most dramatic and horrific danger to which the miner was exposed 

came from explosions. Firedamp (Schlagwetter) was one common cause. 

This was a mixture of methane, given off by some sorts of coal, and air 

which in the right proportions could be exploded by the slightest flame 

or spark. Firedamp was liable to accumulate in sheltered spots in the 

mine, and its lack of smell increased the danger. The answer was to 

achieve sufficient ventilation to prevent pockets of the mixture from

accumulating, and to prevent any spark, particularly through the universal

2use of safety lamps. The second major cause of explosions was coal

dust. There was, inevitably, a considerable amount of dry coal dust in 

mines, and in certain circumstances it was highly inflammable and 

explosive. The very ventilation which discouraged the accumulation of

1 . Transport, building and dock-work were amongst the industries which 
experienced accident rates per employee which were higher than that 
of mining in 190? } "but none of them employed anything like as many 
men as the mines; II. Ketzner Die Soziale Fllrsorge 1m Bergbau (Jena, 
1911) p.67; Koch Bergarbelterbewegung p.1b5.

2. Ketzner Soziale FOrsorge pp.78-79; H.S. -Jevons The British Goal Trade 
(London, 19o9 edition) pp~.388-398.
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firedamp helped to spread the dust around the pit. The answer was to 

damp down the coal trucks (in which much of the dust was generated) and 

as much as possible of the work faces and roadways by spraying water. 

Unfortunately, a considerable amount of water was necessary to have any 

appreciable effect, since much more water is necessary to saturate an 

atmosphere at the higher temperatures found underground, particularly in 

the deeper pits, than at the surface. Effective watering was therefore 

a difficult and expensive business.

Firedamp and coal dust, either separately or together, accounted for 

the great bulk of explosions in the pits. Their effect depended on the 

particular circumstances at the time, and might vary from the fairly

innocuous to the mass tragedy. In November 1889 a coal dust explosion

2
at Constantin der Grosse killed fourteen miners and injured four. A

firedamp explosion at Prinz von Preussen in 1895 killed thirty-eight men. 

An explosion at Carolinen gliick in 1898 resulted in the deaths of 116 men 

and many injuries. It was alleged that firedamp had been allowed to 

accumulate in the pit, and that there were inadequate watering facilities. 

A firedamp explosion at Friedlicher Nachbar at two in the morning in April 

1903 led to one death and four men injured. A firedamp explosion at 

Lothringen in 1912 killed 11h miners. These were just some of the 

explosions which occurred at mines near Bochum over the years. The

1. Jevons British Coal Trade pp.398-h01.

2. WA, HKB Jahresbericht 1889.

3. StAB, Kagistrats-Bericht 1895/6 p.U8.

li. IZF, Deutsche Berg- und Mttenarbeiter-Zeitung 26.2.1898.

5. Zeitschrift fur das Pergban.-, Hutten- und Salinenwesen 190li

6. Hue Eergarbeiter II p.
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worst explosion, however, took place at Radbod near Hamm (north-east of 

Dortmund) in November 1908: 3U8 men were killed and twenty-one injured 

in -what was thought to be the worst industrial disaster which Germany 

had experienced. To appreciate the potential damage from explosions,

it is perhaps worth recalling the disaster at Courrieres in France in
p 1907, when a coal dust explosion caused 1,100 deaths.

Although dramatic and potentially catastrophic in their consequences, 

explosions caused only a minority of accidents in the mines. Consider-
*

ably more accidents - both fatal and non-fatal - were caused by falls 

of rock and coal. These could occur in virtually any circumstances 

with fatal consequences to any man in the immediate vicinity. 

Effective prevention required comprehensive timbering of passages and 

work faces, and particularly in the earlier years this was commonly not 

done: the policy was rather to put up timber supports only where a 

specific danger was thought to be present. One particularly dangerous 

situation was that immediately following shot-firing to loosen coal: 

the shot might have resulted in a weakening of the roof, but the miners

returned to the face virtually blinded by the dust in the air and could

3not watch for tell-tale signs. Rock falls were thought to be

responsible for h$ per cent of all serious accidents in the Ruhr in 1885/6, 

but to have fallen to around a third by 1901. This compared with around 

10 per cent of accidents caused by explosions. The relative fall in

^ • ibid, p.638.

2. R.G. lleville "The Courrieres Colliery Disaster, 1906" in Journal of 
Contemporary History (Vol.13, no.1, 1978) pp.33, 18; I'etzner Soziale 
Fiirsorge p.80.

3. Fieper I-age der Eergarbeiter P.151.

U. Ketzner Soziale Fiirsor^e pp.7^-76; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp.82-83; 
lleville "Courridres Colliery Disaster" p.ii9.
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rock fall accidents was achieved partly by improved timbering, and 

partly by the custom of filling in exhausted workings.

Explosions and falls accounted for the bulk of accidents in the pits. 

Others were caused by any one of many factors: fire could break out; 

accidents could occur in the transit of coal and trucks around the pit 

and to the surface; as mechanization advanced an increasing number of 

accidents resulted from the inexpert use of machines and power tools. 

"Whatever the causes, however, the particularly worrying feature was 

that the accident rate in German pits actually rose over the years. In 

1 886 the number of registered accidents stood at 65 per thousand insured 

mine-workers, but the rate rose fairly steadily to reach 100 per thousand

workers in 1899 and 127 in 1906. The proportion of fatal accidents fell,
pfrom 2.55 per thousand insured workers in 1886 to 1.79 in 1906. Never­ 

theless, the death rate in German mines was worse than that in other 

European countries: between 1897 and 1911 it averaged 2.21 per thousand, 

appreciably worse than that for France (1.52), the United Kingdom (1.32), 

Austria (1.28) and Belgium (1.03), but better than the United States (3.31). 

Within Germany the Ruhr was the most dangerous mining district: between 

1 P 91 and 1900 on average 2.73 per thousand miners died there, compared to 

2.6 in Upper Silesia, 2.23 in the Aachen district, 1.8 in the Saar, and 

1.h7 in Lower Silesia. The picture was thus very bleak in the Ruhr, not 

just in absolute terms but also by comparison with other countries and

1. 1-flinz Lage dgr Eergarbeiter p. 107; Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis p. 130.

2. Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis p. 129; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.82.

3. Jevons British Coal Trade p.37k.

k. In 1901-1907 Upper Silesia had a slightly worse record than the Ruhr; 
these rates were based on the total of all mining workers, and the 
rates for underground workers alone would be higher. Ketzner Soziale 
Filrsorge p.70.
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other parts of Germany.

There were a number of reasons for the poor safety record of the mines. 

One factor was the wages system, which, as we shall see later, was 

designed to encourage the miners to produce as much coal as possible, 

but gave no specific financial reward for timbering and other safety 

work. Another was the failure of the Government inspectors to enforce 

sufficiently effectively the legal safety requirements on the mines. 

This was partly the result of an insufficient number of inspectors to 

cope with the wide range of duties which were laid on them: they had 

to supervise not only aspects of the mine's activities relating to 

health and safety, but also its full technical activities. The result 

was that many mines or particular parts of mines very rarely saw an 

inspector. In addition there was the problem that the personal contacts 

between inspectors and managers were too close: there was a recognized 

career progression from the Government service into private management, 

and many managers and inspectors thus had a common background, while 

inspectors sometimes aimed in time to move into management jobs. This 

was thought to encourage tip-offs of forthcoming inspections, enabling 

management to ensure that everything was in order before the inspector 

arrived. Parts of the mine where conditions were unsatisfactory might

even be closed up and the inspector informed that they were no longer

p
being worked. Finally, workers might be reluctant to raise complaints

with the inspectors, for fear of subsequent victimization by management.

1. Kirchhoff Sozialnolitik p.12?.

2. Ketzner Soziale Pttrsorge p.86; Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.1h3.

3. Pieper lage der Bergarbeiter p.87.
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Two major accidents led to improvements to the mines inspection service. 

The Carolinencguck disaster of 1898 was blamed to a large extent on 

inadequate inspection of the pit, and in the following year the size of 

the inspectorate was increased. The Government considered, but finally 

rejected, the demand from the miners' unions for the appointment of 

workers' safety inspectors. Workers' inspectors were already in 

existence in some other countries, and in Germany itself they were 

introduced in Bavarian mines in 1900 and in the Saar in 1902. The 

Radbod disaster of 1908 finally led the Government to insist on their 

introduction in the Ruhr. The safety officer (Sicherheitsmann) was 

elected by the men and had the right to inspect his part of the mine 

twice a month with the overman, and to make additional inspections at 

the request of either the management or workers' committee. The date 

and time of the inspection was left to him. He was paid by the mine, 

except for inspections made at the request of the workers' committee. 

In practice, however, the new post aroused little interest or enthusiasm

from either the bulk of the miners or from managements, and made very
2 little impact.

A further important factor behind the high accident rates in the Ruhr 

uits was the presence of so many recent immigrants, and the high labour 

turnover which we have already noted. Many newcomers to the area had 

no experience of mining work but were put to work below ground virtually

1. KLrchhoff Sozialpolitik pp.128-130; IZF, Deutsche Berg- und 
Hiittenarbeiter Zeittmg 12.3.1896.

2. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik pp. 1?0-1?3.

3. See chapter 1.
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immediately. Hot surprisingly, they were liable to make mistakes, and 

fail to recognize danger signs. Foreigners and immigrants from the 

eastern provinces (many of them Polish speakers) were far more likely 

to suffer accidents than other miners: in 190$, for instance, 168 per 

thousand miners employed in the Ruhr were injured in accidents, but 

this concealed considerable differences between immigrants and others: 

the accident rate was 253 per thousand amongst foreigners, 195 per 

thousand amongst immigrants of German^nationality (but mostly of Polish 

or Hasurian ethnic origins) and only 1UU per thousand amongst other 

Germans. In 1899 the Government introduced a requirement that workers 

should have a minimum knowledge of German so that they could understand 

their fellow workers and supervisors before they could be employed in 

the mines ; certain posts were only to be held by those who could read 

German. The Government did not, however, accept the suggestion that all 

notices be translated into the main foreign languages in use in the Ruhr, 

and the attempt to enforce linguistic standards was bitterly resented by 

the Poles and other non-German speakers, who saw it as an attempt to

discriminate against them by restricting their access to well paid jobs.

p
The measure had little effect on the incidence of accidents. The

problem was accentuated by the widespread movement of miners from one 

mine to another within the Ruhr. Conditions frequently varied

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung P»$2; Mfinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.102. 
The proportions were similar in other years. It was suggested by 
Georg Vferner that the difference was largely due to the concentration 
of immigrants in more dangerous jobs and more dangerous pits: 
G. rJerner Unfalle und Srkrankungen jji Ruhrbergbau (Essen, 1910?).

2. Kirch&off Sozialpolitik p.130; Mnz lage der Eergarbeiter p.102. 
In Breslau, in contrast to the Ruhr, safety notices were translated 
into Polish: Wehler "Polen im Ruhrgebiet" p.
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considerably between mines, and it took a man a certain time to learn 

the exact nature of the coal, the rock, the atmosphere and all the other 

factors i±dch could contribute to an accident in a new pit. The 

Bochum area mines inspectorate commented in 1897 that accident rates 

were highest at pits with a high turnover of labour, while relatively 

stable pits such as Hannover and Hannibal were less affected by . 

accidents.

Bad though the accident rate was in the Ruhr pits, miners ran an even 

greater risk of having their livelihood interrupted by illness. In 

1 905, when the number of men injured in accidents stood at 168 per 

thousand men employed, the number who lost three or more days from work 

through illness stood at h73 per thousand. The Ruhr was not untypical 

of German mining districts in the high rate of illness. Miners were, 

however, far more susceptible to disease than other workers: the level 

of injury and disease combined averaged only 390 per thousand for all

German insured groups. The only industry comparable with mining in its

2
sickness rate was the building industry.

The high sickness rate in mining was to some extent a result of the 

general social conditions in which many miners lived, including the over­ 

crowded accommodation which we noted in chapter 2. But many other 

groups of workers also lived in poor physical conditions; we must look 

to the particular conditions of work to explain the particular sickness

1. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.lUL

2. Koch Eergarbeiterbewe^ung p.83; Mnz Lage der Eergarbeiter p. 116; 

Metzner Soziale Ftlrsorge pp.92-9k.
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rates of the miners. One underlying factor was siirroly the physically 

demanding nature of the miner's work, and the generally weakening effect 

which months and years of it had on his strength and resistance to 

disease. Particularly when overtime was being worked, many miners were 

in a state of semi-permanent exhaustion, id.th only Sunday to recuperate. 

A second factor was the violent changes in temperature to which miners 

were subject. The temperature at the coal face was usually high - 

frequently well over 20 degrees - and this contrasted sharply with the 

temperatures in the main roadways, at the bottom of the shaft, and out­ 

side. The problem was exacerbated by damp: from the water in the mine 

and from his own sweat the miner and his clothes were soon damp or even 

soaked, and it was in these that he had to make his way back to the 

shaft at the end of the shift. Here he sometimes had to wait before 

being winched to the surface. The miner in the Ruhr did have the 

advantage over his British comrade that most pits did provide bathing 

facilities, so that he did not have to make his way home in his dirty 

and damp pit clothes.

These factors explain the generally weak physical condition in which 

many miners had to meet infections and other diseases. They also help 

explain the rheumatism and influenza which commonly afflicted them.

Arthritis was encouraged by these factors, and by the pressure put on

2the hip by the position in which the miner had to work. Laryngitis

was one common miners 1 disease. There were, however, some diseases

1. Hinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.119*

2. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p. 15>3.

3. Kunz Lage der Eergarbeiter p.119.
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which were particularly concentrated amongst miners. One group - 

anthracosis, silicosis, other forms of pneumoconiosis, and emphysema - 

affected the lungs and breathing organs. These diseases, sometimes 

reinforced by TB and sometimes referred to as "black-spit" 

(Schwartzspucken), arose primarily from breathing in dust underground. 

Coal dust blackened the lungs and a man's spittle, but greater damage 

to the lungs was caused by the stone dust which accompanied it. The 

miner suffered from coughing and increasing difficulty with breathing. 

This limited his physical capacity and prevented him from undertaking 

the strenuous tasks involved in mining. In extreme cases breathing 

became virtually impossible, with death as the final result. Other 

common diseases - trachoma and nystagmus - affected the eyes and could

lead to blindness. Trachoma was easily passed on, and in 1899 baths

2were banned from mines and had to be replaced with showers.

The most dramatic outbreak of disease came from the so-called "worm- 

disease" ( '. Airrokranldieit - ancylostomiasis, or human hook-worm) which 

swept the Ruhr pits in the early 1900's. The adult worms live in 

the human small intestine, and lay eggs which are passed in the faeces. 

The larvae first live free in the soil, but later penetrate human skin 

if this is available, or are swallowed and migrate to the intestine via 

the lungs. The disease is prevalent in tropical countries, requiring 

fairly high temperatures, considerable moisture and poor sanitary 

conditions to spread. It spread to Italy, and then - spread partly by

1. For a vivid description of the effects of silicosis (probably 
combined with TB), see Coombes These Poor Hands pp.232-238.

2. Htinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.121.



the workers employed in building the St. Gotthard tunnel - to Hungary, 

Belgium and France, and finally to Germany. Conditions in many mines 

were well suited to the disease, combining moisture, warmth and 

inadequate sanitation with many semi-dressed men. It was only in 

response to the outbreak of the disease that the mines began to take 

seriously the problem of underground sanitation: the traditional method 

was to provide a number of wooden tubs, but the number was often quite 

inadequate for the work-force; they were situated too far from the 

work face, and were infrequently emptied. The result was that many men 

did not use them at all but instead sought a quiet place near their work 

to relieve themselves. Another problem was the absence of drinking 

water. I liners usually took around three litres of diluted coffee with 

them to drink, but in hot areas this was not always sufficient and they 

resorted to the impure water provided for damping down dust.

The S2;mptoms of the "worm disease" were described by a contemporary: 

"sallow and pale face, buzzing in the ears, shortage of breath, dull eyes, 

pale or white inner sides of the eyelids, swelling of the feet, diarrhoea

and loss of appetite, general tiredness, dilation of the heart and

2finally a craving for water". The symptoms usually took three to four

weeks to appear. Death was the resu.lt only in extreme cases.

1. Wlift., ¥2. 213} Kiinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.122.

2. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.
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The first recorded case of the disease in the Ruhr area occurred in 

1886, and there was a second in 1892. Between 1896 and 1899 there 

were around a hundred each year, in 1901 and 1902 between one and two 

thousand, and in 1903 no less than 29,3?U cases (or over 11 per cent 

of the total work force). This dramatic outbreak stimulated the 

authorities to undertake checks to determine how many men were 

affected by the disease (for it was possible to carry it without showing

symptoms); checks at a number of pits showed that at some of them (Graf
2Schwerin and Erin) up to three quarters of the workers were affected.

The authorities took vigorous action: they insisted that no new miner 

could be taken on without a medical examination; and large numbers of 

men were obliged to undergo "cures" of one to two weeks. This caused 

great discontent amongst the miners, partly because carriers who did not 

themselves feel at all ill had to undergo the cure, partly because the 

cure could be exhausting and dangerous - there were cases of men who were 

blinded and died on them - and sometimes had to be repeated, but mainly 

because of the financial cost involved. No compensation was given for 

the first three days of lost pay as a result of having to attend the 

cure, and for the rest the compensation only amounted to around a quarter 

of the normal wage. If the cure had to be repeated the family could get 

into serious financial difficulties. py the end of 1903> in fact, many 

mines T-ere beginning to make a greater contribution to the medical costs 

and were providing their employees with special compensation to bring up

1. WliA, K2 213; Koch Per garb eiterb ewe ,?ung p. 8U.

2. '.-ML, 1(2 213.
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their benefit to average wage levels, and this action helped to reduce 

the discontent.

Other measures were taken to improve the sanitary conditions in the pits. 

The old wooden toilets were replaced with iron ones, and attempts were 

made to increase their number, accessibility and the frequency with 

which they were emptied, and cleaned. The Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG

tried to encourage their miners to use" the toilets at the surface before
p starting the shift - with what success is not recorded] Attempts were

t

made to provide the miners with clean drinking water: at Julius Philipp, 

however, there were protests when the men were charged 10 pfennigs for a 

half litre of water, deductable from wages. Nevertheless", the 

measures were effective: the number of cases fell from over 29*000 in 

1903 to nearly 1h,000 in 190U and 5,000 in 1905. By 1906 the disease 

was concentrated at a few particularly badly affecte d pits, and was 

effectively eliminated from the great bulk of Ruhr jits.

Accidents and disease were thus a major ingredient of the miner's lot. 

In a very real and immediately perceived sense every day that he entered 

the pit could well prove his last, and even if he was not killed out­ 

right at his work the injuries he was liable to suffer, the dust he 

breathed in and the diseases he was subjected to combined to undermine 

his health and shorten his life expectation. The average age of 

invalidity in all Prussian mines dropped from over 53 years in the 1860's

1. StAB, Ii6U Polizei-Commissar Bochum to RPA 27.7.1903; StAB, U80 RPA 
to Kinister des Innern 8.12.1903.

2. T-J1-7A, K2 213.

3. IZF, Sergarbeiter Zeitun^ 13-6.1903.

* l - Li)ch Eergarbeiterbewecrang p.81*; Kiinz Tage der Bergarbeiter p.125.



- 173 -

to under h7 in the 1900's. lliners were generally finished by their

mid-forties - "at an age at which other groups of workers are virtually
2still at full strength". The miner suffered in two ways: one was

his actual growing incapacity., the fact that he could do less and less, 

and ultimately his premature death. Almost as serious, however, was 

the impact of incapacity on his earnings. It was the loss of earnings 

rather than the insanitary conditions which caused the disease, which 

aroused most protest over the worm disease. Even a fairly minor injury 

or illness could mean dire financial consquences for the miner's family, 

not just in an immediate loss of earnings, but over the succeeding years 

if the man was left to any significant degree weaker as a resn.lt of his 

mishap.

Hiners were somewhat better provided with insurance cover than many 

other workers in Germany. The Knappschaft, the insurance organisation 

for the mining industry in the area, dated from 1767* anc^ even by the 

beginning of the twentieth century - by which time some social security 

provisions had been extended to other groups of workers - it still 

offered many facilities which compared very favourably with those avail­ 

able to other workers: miners, for instance, were better able to get 

help with special assistance in case of particular need, cheap loans, 

help for school children, provision of wash-houses etc., than were other 

workers. Nevertheless, in the basic social security provisions open to

1. Metzner Soziale Ftirsorge p.97; Pieper lage der Bergarbeiter pp. 15-1

2. R. Schneider Die Entwicklung des niederrhein.- westfalischen 
Bergbaus und der Eisen-Industrie (Bochum, 1899) p.3U.
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them the miners were no longer the privileged group they had been early 

in the nineteenth century.

In theory at least the Khappschaft was financed and managed jointly by 

employers and workers. Both contributed to it and both were represented 

on its board. In practice, however, the organisation was dominated by 

the employers and it was the focus of continuing complaints and disputes. 

Until 1908 three-quarters of the financial contributions came from the 

workers, whose representatives nevertheless only had half the seats on 

the board. In 1908 the employers' contributions were raised to match 

those of the workers. At the same time the indirect elections through 

which the workers 1 representatives (known as Alteste) were chosen were 

replaced by a more direct system with the aim of giving the miners a 

more effective voice in their selection. In practice, however, the 

employers continued to exercise considerable influence over the workers 1

representatives, through their latent ability to discipline them or sack

2 them from their jobs.

The Knapp s chaffs main function was the provision of medical facilities 

and sickness and invalidity benefits. The benefit a man received

depended on his contribution record, but after 1908 stood at around half

3 the level of average wages. This was probably sufficient to avoid

1. Ketzner Soziale Mlrsorge p.117; until the reforms of the 1850 J s the 
Khappschaft had been much more than an insurance body, and had 
fulfilled a range of social functions; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte 
pp.90-98, 282-291.

2. I-fetzner Soziale Ftirsorge pp. 111 -112.

3. ibid, p.110; Htinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.127.
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extreme destitution, but certainly not enough to prevent a severe drop 

in living standards for a man and his family if he was prevented from 

-working for any length of time. It reuresented but a modest cushion 

against the threat of injury or sickness.

Job security and hours of work

A matter of fundamental interest to any worker is his security of 

employment. This was particularly the case in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, when no effective system of unemployment 

benefit existed. Under the tight state regulation of the mines which 

lasted until the 1860's the miners had received considerable protection 

against the threat of dismissal. The liberal reforms of 1860 and 1865 

replaced this with the concept of the work contract, freely entered into 

by employer and employee, and terminable by either after just two weeks 1 

notice. This immediately made miners vulnerable to the loss of their 

employment 3 should the economic situation or their personal conduct 

persuade the employer that this was in his best interests.

Luckily for the miners, the long-term trend in the industry was to 

sustained expansion, with the resultant sustained demand for labour. 

T/Je have already noted the enormous expansion of the total mining labour 

force in the half century before the outbreak of war. So long as this 

expansion was maintained unemployment could only pose a relatively 

marginal problem, affecting individuals rather than large groups of

1. W. Fischer Die Bedeutung der preussischen Eer^rechtsreform (18$1-186$) 

filr den industriellen Ausbau des Ruhrgeblets (Dortmund, 1961); 
Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik chapter 1; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.262-263.
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workers. The long-term trend concealed, however, important cyclical 

fluctuations of varying severity, and it was during these cyclical 

downswings that unemployment could suddenly become a real possibility 

for the miner. The worst depression was that of the 1870's and early 

1880's when demand for industrial products and coal collapsed, and with 

it the demand for labour. Some pits cut their labour force dramatically: 

in Bochum the President pit which employed 2,kOO men in 187U reduced this 

to only 1,085 in the next year. This appears to have been rather 

exceptional in its severity: the Bochum Chamber of Commerce estimated
t

that in 1875 the mines in its area employed 32,789 men; by 1877 the
o 

number had fallen to 31,215 but by 1878 had risen again to 32,150.

In the Ruhr as a whole the number of miners fell from 83,832 in 1875 to

o
73,725 in 1877. in 1877 it was estimated that around ten thousand Ruhr 

miners were unemployed. ; The problem was accentuated by the continued 

immigration into the area, and poverty became more acute. The number of 

families dependent on official poor relief in Bochum increased from 100 

in 187U to 328 in 1881.*

The depression of the 1870's gradually lifted in the following years, 

and the mining industry resumed its rapid growth. The later cyclical 

downturns were nothing like as drastic or prolonged as the depression of 

the 1870's and posed less of a threat to miners' jobs. Never after 1887

1. StAB, HKB Jahresberichte.

2. ibid.

3. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung. p. 139; Hue lleutrale oder parteiische 

Gewerkschaften? p.33.

li. ibid.

5. StAB, HKB Jahresberichte.
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was there an actual fall in the number of miners employed. The worst 

setbacks were in 1902, when the number of miners employed showed no 

increase on the previous year, and 1913 when the increase consisted of 

only a few hundred. In both years unemployment did cause appreciable 

concern. As early as October 1900 the socialist Volksblatt reported:

"Sackings, restrictions, wage reductions: that is the present tune 
in the Rhineland and Westphalian industrial area. All the attempts 
of the industrialists' press to pacify, reassure or even deny them 
cannot alter the daily multiplying facts". 2

In the following summer the situation was still bad: "^ree shifts, 

sackings and wage restrictions take place every day, now in the town 

/Bochura_7, now in the surrounding area, so that we are not able to report
•5

them all", declared the paper in July, 1901. In 1902 the Bochum 

Chamber of Commerce reported:

"The condition of the labour market has worsened since last autumn, 
following the decline in almost every branch of industry in our 
district, mainly due to the lack of domestic demand. The number 
of workers in most industrial works has consequently declined, 
frequent free shifts have been introduced, and sometimes the hours 
of work cut. The reduction in the number of workers has not 
happened suddenly, but has been spread fairly evenly over the 
months of the current year and has continued up to the present". U

The Chamber of Commerce estimated that some pits had cut their labour 

force by up to ten per cent, though this was offset by others which had 

not; the Gelsenklrchener Eergwerks AG reduced its labour force by only 

two per cent. 1-Tuch of the reduction was being achieved by natural 

wastage:

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.139;

2. IZF, Volksblatt 18.10.1900.

3. IZF, Volksblatt 15.6.1901.

lu T*-,TA, K2 857 HKB to RPA 27.9.1902,
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"T-fi-th the fall in workers' incomes many have left of their own free 
will, particularly in the mining and metal industries, and have gone 
to seek better paid work elsewhere. Many miners have found this 
at the many new pits to the north. Many people have as usual 
returned to their homes to help on the farms...Real unemployment 
does not yet exist in the area, since the redundant workers have 
mostly left the district. We also do not believe that large scale 
unamployment will appear in the winter; it may nevertheless be for 
consideration whether measures against unemployment should be taken 
now". 1

In 1903, however, the demand for industrial goods and with it for coal 

and miners, picked up and the problem,of unemployment disappeared.

Jobs in the pits were threatened again in 1908, T-rhen the'boom ended. 

The Volksblatt once again contained reports of wage reductions, short- 

time and layoffs. In the autumn the Ministry of the Interior issued a 

circular to local officials, noting that the labour market had "shown 

somewhat unsatisfactory trend in the last months" and urging them to

Q

use their influence to prevent further unemployment. Nevertheless, 

this recession, and the one in 1913 which also produced further 

expressions of concern, were fairly short-lived and were not marked by 

prolonged or widespread unemployment amongst Ruhr miners.^

The main reason for the fairly low incidence of unemployment in the 

years after the 1880's was the sustained expansion of the mining industry.

1 • ibid* laid off metal workers were also reported to have returned 
home, "to help with harvest work". W?IA, K2 857, Gelsenkirchener 
Gussstahl- und Eisenwerke to HKB 20.9.1902. "~

2. IISG, Volksblatt; StAB, U31 Minister des Innern, Berlin, to RPA 2.11.1908,

3. WWA, K2 923, HKB to RPA 27.10.1913. Again, some unemployed miners 
left the region and returned to their home: in 1908 unemployed Ruhr 
miners were being hired in Upper Silesia. Schofer Formation of a 
modern labor force p.128. "
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The cyclical downturns which interrupted this long-term trend were 

relatively short-lived. Since the main problem facing the nines was 

in fact to secure and retain a labour force sufficient to fully exploit 

the expanding market, they were reluctant to part with workers, even 

when in the short term they constituted a net cost to the company. The 

mines tended, therefore, to react to falls in the demand for coal by 

cutting back the number of shifts worked, ending overtime, and re-deploying 

men from coal cutting to maintenance and safety work. These measures, 

combined with cuts in wage rates, substantially reduced labour costs 

without actually laying off men - and thus threatening the company's 

position when the slump ended. It was usually only after such methods 

had been tried that the mines turned to more drastic action. Thus the 

management of Friedrich der Grosse, who had expanded their labour force 

from 2,7kli men in 1906 to U,0?6 in 1907 allowed it to continue to rise in 

1908 to li y 815> despite their need to reduce operations: they were hoping 

that the recession of that year would be transient, and it was only after 

some months that they started to reduce the numbers employed:

"Since at the beginning of the year /~1908_7 market conditions were 
not foreseeable, we thought it right at first to retain the work 
force which we had assembled with great sacrifices, by the intro­ 
duction of free ^/""i.e. unworked__7 shifts. But by the end of the 
year, when every hope of an improvement in demand had disappeared, 
in order to bring production as far as possible into relation with 
demand, we found ourselves faced with the necessity of starting with 
a reduction of the work force". 1

The Chamber of Commerce noted in 1913 that even if the recession worsened, 

they did not expect substantial redundancies:

1. BA., 1U/2U Geschaftsbericht of Gewerkschaft Priedrich der Grosse 1908. 
Nevertheless, the Volksblatt reported in 1-Iarch 1908 that 86 men from 
ffriedrich der Grosse had been given notice. It may be that the 
report was inaccurate, or that the notice was withdrawn. IISG, 
Yolksblatt 17.3.1908.
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"The mines themselves have a considerable interest in maintaining 
in bad times too the work force (Arbeiterstamm) which they have 
brought together at considerable cost. The mines use times of 
poor demand to start more stone work [_ preparatory operations__/ or 
to put more manpower into it, so that the men set free from coal 
production can be used here. In addition the mines mil try to 
maintain their operations at about the existing level by stockpiling 
coal and coke. Both methods have already been started here and 
there". 1

There were complaints that the mines did not go far enough in arranging 

the work in such a manner as to keep men employed through recessions. 

Heinrich Imbusch, a Catholic miners' leader, conceded that there were 

difficulties in stock-piling large amounts of coal; but he felt that 

there was considerably greater scope for concentrating preparatory work 

in periods of recession:

"Daring booms one could then employ virtually the entire work force 
on coal production. A powerful jump in the production figures 
would naturally be the result. Some managements have already 
worked in this way. But there remains a great deal more that 
could be done in this direction". 2

A further factor limiting the impact of cyclical booms and slumps on 

the coal industry, and thus helping to preserve jobs during downswings, 

was the existence of the coal syndicate. This organisation, set up in 

1 893 and including in its membership nearly all the Ruhr mining 

companies, exercised some control over the industry by imposing quotas 

on each company. This prevented the kind of extreme competition between 

mines which would have encouraged the less economic to sack large numbers 

of workers during recessions. In 1901 the Bochum Landrat noted that the 

effects of the recession were at least modified through this means:

1. Wv&, K2 923, HKB to RPA 27.10.1913; see also WML, K2 8^7, KICB to 
RPA 27.9.1902.

2. Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis pp.75-76; see also Pieper Lage der 
Eergarbeiter p.82.
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"The coal syndicate's sticking to its long-term agreement has had 
the good result that the working class has not been hit too suddenly 
by the ending of the boom. There has been a quite gradual shake- 
out of labour in such a manner that at first the unpeaceful and 
inefficient elements have been dismissed. The works which are con­ 
cerned to preserve their skilled labour force have helped by intro­ 
ducing free shifts and short-time. Thus there is as yet no major 
shortage of work; redundancies on a large scale have not yet taken 
place, and are not expected in the near future". 1

The coal syndicate was frequently the subject of attack: Dr. Pieper 

blamed much of the unemployment of 1902 on the syndicate's price-fixing

policy, and claimed that if prices had been reduced output and enployment

2would not have slumped so badly. Nevertheless, Otto Hue, one of the

leading social democrats and miners' leaders in the district, gave it 

public supDort for the generally moderating effect which it exerted on 

the industry's cyclical fluctuations.

"While the pit managers generally tried to retain their workers during 

recessions, they did not hesitate to dispense with the services of those 

they felt to be "unpeaceful and inefficient". These were often 

identified as union members and "agitators". The mines inspector for 

the Witten district commented in 1901: "Here and there the economic 

recession is used by managements to rid their labour force of those who 

have become troublesome through agitation, or those notable for their 

unruliness". Men were sometimes encouraged to resign by a tightening 

up of discipline: in 1901 at Baaker Hulde and President the fines and 

punishments for infringements of work discipline were suddenly much more

1. STAM, RA I 11^85, KLB to'RPA 19.11.1901.

2. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.83.

3. StAB, U80, RPA to Minister des Innern 8.12.1903; F. Kariaux Gedenkwort 
zum 100 jahrigen Bestehen der Harpener Ber^bau AG (Dortmund, 1956) p.218; 
Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.78; see also StAB, Magistrats Bericht 190? p.3C

U. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.89.



- 182 -

toughly enforced. The Volksblatt commented:

"At many works regular free shifts have been introduced to avoid 
having to sack workers. Other managements resort to such 
objectionable methods as excessive wage cuts, harsh punishments, 
bad treatment of the men, etc., to encourage the workers to give 
notice themselves. Thus at many works, especially mines, many 
workers leave of their own accord, despite the poor chance of 
finding work elsewhere". 1

Unemployment thus remained a distinct possibility for individuals, even 

when the general policy of managements was to retain the core of their 

labour force. Workers were, no doubt", aware that it was most likely 

to affect them if they caused trouble to management. There was also a 

certain amount of seasonal unemployment: demand for coal was higher in 

the winter than in the summer, and while this was accommodated to some

extent by overtime working during the winter months, men were sometimes

2 taken on in the autumn and laid off in the spring. Nevertheless, for

the great majority of miners unemployment was a relatively marginal 

problem. As one commentator noted in 1909: "Thanks to the 

extraordinarily favourable development of the Ruhr mining industry one 

cannot speak of an insecurity in the Ruhr miner's existence in the last 

decades, or in the foreseeable future; a fact which is not to be found 

in any other industry".

The converse side of the sustained expansion of the industry and the 

demand for labour was, however, considerable pressure on the miners over 

the hours which they were expected to work. The question of the hours 

of work had three aspects: one was the length of the basic normal shift, 

the second was the number of such shifts being worked, and the third was 

the problem of overtime on top of the ordinary shifts. All these

1. IZF, Volksblatt 25.7.1901.

2. SUB, U62, Zeche Julius Philipp to KLB 20.8.1890.

3. Kiinz Lage der Bergagbeiter pp.28-29.
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aspects came together and posed particularly acute problems during 

economic upswings, when the mines could sell every ton of coal they 

could produce.

The normal shift was usually eight hours long, enabling the day to be 

divided into three: the morning shift generally started at 6.00 a.m., 

the afternoon shift at 2.00 p.m., and the small night shift at 10.00 p.m. 

I'ost of the men worked on the morning or afternoon shifts, while the 

night shift was used primarily for preparatory and repair work. The 

eight-hour shift dated back to the eighteenth century and was one of the 

miners' most cherished heritages. Surface workers, and workers in 

other industries in the Ruhr normally had appreciably longer shifts: 

as late as 1905 the shifts in the metal industry in and around Bochum 

varied between ten and eleven and a half hours, though ten hours was 

becoming the norm. The miners' eight-hour shift was under challenge 

even before the economic liberalization of the 1860's, which enabled 

employers to determine the hours of work. Some employers did indeed

lengthen the shift: in 1889 many pits had basic shifts of slightly over

2eight hours, though others had slightly shorter ones. Nevertheless,

eight hours did generally continue as the normal shift length; 

employers found short-time or overtime to be more flexible methods of 

responding to a need to reduce or increase production.

This did not mean, however, that the length of the basic shift was not 

the cause of considerable controversy. As the mines expanded,

1. WI-7A, K2 7UL

2. StAB, )ili2; Imbusch Arbeitsverhaitnis p.62; Hue Bergarbeiter II pp. 
1 £1 -156; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.26Ii -2 68.
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becoming deeper and much longer underground, the question of exactly 

what the eight hours should cover became more and nore contentious. 

Journey time - the time it took the miner to get from the top of the 

shaft to his actual workplace underground, and back again at the end

of the shift - became longer, so that as early as the late 1880's it
1was taking UD to an hour each way at some pits. Moving underground

was physically tiring: the passages were often narrow with low roofs 

and timbers below which the miner had to duck. They could also be 

wet and slippery, and in the poor light it was difficult to keep an
t

adecniate watch for obstacles. The men commonly had to carry with them 

their tools and a timber prop on their way to the face. Thus any 

extension of journey time was an addition to the physical toll of the 

miner's day. The larger numbers of men going in and out of the pits 

also created bottlenecks and delays at the pit-head. Franz Hoffeld 

recounted in his memoirs of the 1880's how at one pit where he worked 

the men were supposed to be winched down between 5.30 and 6.00 a.m., 

but because of the numbers it was necessary to be in line by 5.00 a.m.,

to get to the face on time: lateness led to ill-treatment from the over-
2man. A further problem was that the increasingly deep pits meant that

the temperature at the face was higher, so that an eight-hour shift 

became physically more exhausting. The increasing size and depth of 

the mines thus meant that the working day - even with the same number of 

hours of actual work - tended to increase and become less supportable. 

Argument centred, therefore, around the exact interpretation of the eight 

hours: the employers argued that it meant eight hours actually at the

1. StAB, kb2; Pieper Lage der Tergarbeiter p.38.

2. F. Hoffeld Eilder aus dera Eergmannsleben (Dortmund, n.d.) p. 13-



- 185 -

work face, while the miners claimed that it should represent eight 

hours underground, including the time necessary to get between the 

pit-head and the face. As we shall see in the next chapter, the issue 

was a central one in a great many of the disputes between management 

and men: although the Government was eventually induced to intervene 

on the issue, the conflict over the interpretation of the eight-hour 

shift was far from settled by 191li.

The issue became particularly pressing during economic upswings, since 

during recessions, as we have seen, the employers were happy to reduce 

hours. But the pressure on hours of work during upswings had other 

elements. One was the increasing number of shifts worked. Hewers 

and hauliers worked on average 288 shifts during the recession year of
»

1902, but the number rose to 315 and 313 in the boom years of 1906 and 

1907- Closely associated with extra shifts was the custom of working 

overtime at the end of the normal shift. Normally this would take the 

form of an additional quarter shift (i.e. two hours), but it could con­ 

sist of anything up to a full double shift. In theory overtime (which 

was not paid for at a higher rate) was purely voluntary, and men had the 

right to refuse it, but in practice considerable pressure was exerted on 

them. Some men may have welcomed the chance to increase their earnings, 

but many disliked the system, both because of the immediate physical 

exhaustion it entailed, and because they considered that it tended to 

depress wages for the normal shift. At the enquiry following the 1889

1. I'linz I-age der Arbeiter p.55.
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strike, the Neu Iserlohn miners 1 spokesman called for "reasonable 

earnings without overtime". Management, however, normally regarded 

overtime as essential to ensiire adequate output during booms. 

Unfortunately, to provide full cover for overheads it was necessary to 

have as many men as possible staying on to work the additional shift; 

and to secure the greatest efficiency and facilitate the book-keeping 

it was desirable to keep the existing teams of miners together and 

working in their stalls, rather than put together new combinations. 

The management of Unser Fritz commented in 1889 that only "general"
t

2overtime - i.e. overtime when all the men worked - was of any value.

The mines inspector for the south Dortmund district reported in 1899;

"Overtime shifts to secure greater production are best both for the 
workers and for the mine when they last two or four hours; this, 
however, is only possible when there is general participation, since 
otherwise the winding equipment which has to be kept running is too 
expensive. It is therefore vital that the labour force is willing 
to do the overtime, and that they are additionally satisfied with 
two or four hours. This is generally the case at the southern 
mines with an established and settled labour force; at the new 
northern pits with their corresponding labour force general 
participation is hard to achieve. The workers there are also more 
in favour of 8-hour overtime shifts, reasoning that if they are to 
bear the unpleasantness of a long period of work at all, this 
unpleasantness must at least be as concentrated and as profitable 
as Dossible". 3

In an attempt to secure the greatest possible participation in overtime 

managements commonly exerted considerable pressure on miners. Sometimes 

they were required to register a day in advance with the overman if they

1. StAB, Uli2; 1-ftinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.£li; Pieper Lage der
Bergarbeiter p.53; StAB, Ith£ Denkschrift liber die Untersuchung p.9.

2. SUB, ii)i2.

3. Pieper I age der Pergarbeiter p.£0.
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did not want to work overtime; comDlaints about this from men at 

Friedrich der Grosse in 1889 drew the management response that it was 

necessary "for the maintenance of order". 1'en who had not registered 

by the specified time were not uncommonly prevented from leaving the 

pit until the overtime was completed: the 1889 enquiry heard complaints

about this from men at a number of mines, and at Centrum it was conceded

2 that this was the practice: "Agreed; done to achieve higher production".

One incident at the Vereinigte Wallfisch pit in June 1889 illustrates the 

difficulties which could arise: on Thursday the management issued a 

notice announcing that the next day's morning shift would continue for an 

additional two hours, and that anyone not wanting to do this should 

register with the overman. Eight men registered, and when the basic 

shift ended next day at 1 o'clock they, and apparently a few others who . 

had arrived at the shaft, were allowed out. But other men decided that 

the air was bad and that they had had enough, and left their stalls too - 

apparently at their normal time. By the time that they reached the shaft, 

however, they found that the winding of coal trucks had been resumed and 

that they would not be able to go to the surface until 3 o'clock; "wet 

through with sweat", they had to wait at the draughty pit bottom for two 

hours. In his report on the incident (prompted by complaints from the

men) the mines inspector commented that the management had been

3"thoroughly correct" in its actions, and had followed the "general custom".

Overt pressure on the men to work overtime continued in later years. In

1. SUB, Ui2.

2. ibid; Tenfelde Sozlalgeschichte p.267.

3. SUB, U39.
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1899 men at President were being fined for failing to work overtime 

without having registered with the overman. In April 1900 we hear

of three miners at Vollmond who had their pay cut after leaving at the

p end of eight hours without permission. In 1905, as the largest strike

in the Ruhr was about to begin, Dr. Pieper reported:

"It should not be denied that overtime shifts can sometimes be 
necessary nor that individual workers themselves volunteer to do 
them from a desire for higher wages because of family concerns, to 
make up lost shifts or lost wages resulting from illness, fines, 
deductions etc., or for other reasons. In most cases, however, 
overtime is done because of direct or indirect pressure from the 
mine owner or his officials, to utilize the favourable economic 
conditions or to make economies (by having a smaller workforce and 
burdening them with overtime) etc. One frequently reads in the 
miners 1 press: 'Those who refuse overtime get reduced wages and 
worse places of work 1 ". 3

At the height of the boom of 1906 and 190?, when labour was in demand 

and wages were high, many miners simply refused to work the overtime 

demanded: The Gelsenkirchener Bergwerks AG complained that this was a 

factor behind the coal shortage; in April 1907 a miners' meeting at 

Shamrock III/IV voted unanimously not to work any further overtime, and 

not to co-operate with any foreign workers who the management might 

bring in to work the extra shifts.

Economic upswings were thus accompanied by considerable pressure on the 

length of the working day, particularly through an increase in the 

number of shifts and an increase in overtime. Discontent also mounted

1. Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis p.68.

2. IZF, Volksblatt 19.U.1900.

3. L. Pieper "Die Garung im Ruhrrevier" in Soziale Praxis 12.1.1905.

h. Gllickauf 23.3.190?j STAH, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen UO, Polizie Eickel 
report 29. k. 1907.
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amongst miners who felt that they should be able to earn an adequate 

wage without having to stay longer than eight hours underground. 

Ironically, when booms were at their height and all the pits were working 

flat out production was sometimes disrupted by shortages of railway trucks 

to dispose of the coal, and men had to be sent home. Such interruptions 

were, however, the exception: the crucial feature of booms was the 

mounting pressure on men to work longer and longer hours, and their 

growing resistance to it.

Holidays and absenteeism

The normal working week in the pits was six days, and during booms when 

overtime was being worked the miners had little time to call their own. 

Nor did they have much relief from the pressure of work through official 

holidays. There were a number of religious festivals which would 

involve a day off for Catholics or Protestants or both, although the

employers might try to arrange for work to continue if the economic
2conditions were favourable. Employers did allow men to take holidays:

3but there was no entitlement and no wages were paid. In 190? the

concept of the annual paid holiday was introduced into the Prussian state- 

owned mines, but there were few of these in the Ruhr and the idea was not

1. StAB, HKB Jahresberichte 1899, 190?; Kunz Lage der -Bergarbeiter pp. 
Schofer Formation of a modern labor force p.9

2. At least one instance is recorded of a Ruhr mining company securing the 
closure of a traditional fair: Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus pp.lG2-10h. 
See also E.P. Thompson "Time, work-discipline and industrial capitalism'1 ' 
in 1I.T-7. Flinn and T.C. Smout (ed) Essays in Social History (Oxford, 197^ 
PP.39-77.

3. Plinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.58.
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imitated by the private mines. There were occasional suggestions that 

paid holidays be introduced - the workers' committee at Dannenbaum II 

requested it in 1909 - but a survey in 1910 by the Bochum Chamber of 

Commerce revealed that the breweries were the only local industry which 

had introduced paid holidays for workers (although some industries did 

provide them for more senior employees) in any systematic way. Even in 

the brewing industry, however, it had been introduced against much 

opposition: the Schlegel Brauerei argued that other employers should 

resist the introduction of paid holidays as long as possible, and that 

only workers who were "industrious and work in the interests of the 

business" should receive them. The first private mine to introduce 

paid holidays for underground miners was Amalie, near Essen, in 1912: 

men who were aged thirty and had worked for five years consecutively were

given five days a year off with pay. But the custom of granting paid
pholidays only became at all widespread after the war.

Although miners could get some relief from work through unpaid agreed 

leave, this could not necessarily be obtained when they wanted it. 

They sometimes resorted, therefore, to more informal methods of avoiding 

what were felt to be excessive demands on them. If a man wanted time 

off and at least some continuing income and had plausible symptoms he 

might plead sickness. Since the doctors were appointed by the colliery 

rather than by the men themselves and since in any case there was no sick-

1. EA, 18/65, .'.rbeiterausschuss meeting Zeche Dannenbaum II 2h.5.1909: 
:MA, K2 633.

2. IGBE, A1 98, Christliche Gewerkverein Geschaftsbericht 1911/1912; 
Adelmann Soziale Eetriebsverfassung p.183. The main account of the 
development of paid holidays in Germany is J. Reulecke "Von blauen 
Kontag zum Arbeiterurlaub" in Archiv flir Sozialgeschichte Vol.16 
(Bonn, 1976) pp.20£-2U8.
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ness benefit payable for the first days of illness , it is doubtful 

whether many men who were not really ill to some significant degree in 

fact effectively feigned illness; but an increased willingness to sign 

on sick in borderline cases may at least partly explain (although there 

may have been medical factors here too) the fact that dry and sunny 

periods saw the highest sickness rates, and that August was the worst 

month for illness.

It was generally simpler, however, just to stay away from work for a 

day or two. The penalty was greater as well, since in addition to the 

loss of wages an absentee could be fined if he missed a shift without 

permission. Nevertheless the habit of extending the week-end was 

common enough for the first day of the week to be popularly known as

"blue Monday", and pay days (which occurred twice monthly) and public

2holidays were also generally followed by widespread absenteeism. A

certain amount of absenteeism of this sort took place at all times, 

whatever the state of trade. During recessions, when money was tight, 

the hours of work in any case reduced, and when a real threat to the 

individual's job existed, absenteeism did not pose too great a problem, 

partly because the men did not stay away so much, and partly because the 

management was often not unhappy with it: it both reduced production and 

could be used as an excuse to dispense with urn-ranted labour. But as the 

trade cycle improved the problem became more acute. Longer hours and

1• Hinz Lage der Bergarbeiter pp.117-118•

2. Pieper T-a^e der Bergarbeiter p.5U$ StAB, Wi5 Denieschrift liber die
fy p.13»
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better earnings made men physically more tired and under less pressure 

from need (and perhaps from their wives) to earn every mark they could; 

the grot-dug demand for labour also made them less nervous at the 

prospect of losing their existing job. More men were therefore willing 

to trade in some of their better earning power for at least some 

leisure, or at least felt that any earnings lost at the beginning of 

the week could be recouped by some hard work later on. It was 

consequently in boom years that most of the complaints from employers 

are heard. In 1899 the Bochum Chamber of Commerce pointed out "in the
t

workers' interest" that the miners were not fully exploiting the boom, 

both by letting productivity drop and by staying away from work on

Mondays and after pay days: this behaviour demonstrated "the great
•i

economic ibmaturity of a substantial proportion of our working population".

The official Zeitschrift fiir das Berbau-, Hiitten-, und Salinenwesen noted 

that in the boom years of 1906 and 190? (and to some extent in 1908 too)

the number of shifts nissed through absenteeism rose, but that when the

2boom ended in 1909 and 1910 it fell. Absenteeism, of course, is a

commonly remarked feature of mining life, not just in Germany: in

"Ashton" in Yorkshire, for instance, it was normal in the 19UO's for men

3 _ to miss one or two shifts per fortnight, usually on Monday. ±t is

not hard to understand why men should be reluctant to leave home for the 

pit. The custom also reflected the tendency of some (but by no means all)

1. SUB, HKB Jahresbericht 1899.

2. Zeitschrift fur das Bergbau-, Hiitten- und Salinenwssen 1906-1910.

3. Dennis et al Goal is our Life p. 185>; see also the discussion in 
Schofer Formation of a modern labor force pp.131-136.



- 193 -

miners to live from hand to mouth on a very short-tern basis: the 

uncertainties and dangers of the pit, combined with the changing economic 

conditions which meant that money could be flush at one moment but short 

the next, induced a certain fatalism and an unwillingness to look beyond 

the immediate situation. We will be looking further at the uncertainties 

surrounding miners 1 earnings in the next section, but should note here 

that they formed an important underpinning to the custom of missing shifts: 

if there was in general no point in looking beyond the most pressing and 

immediate needs, there was no particular reason to bother to turn out for 

work so long as cash was still to hand. The next month could look after 

itself.

Wages

Work in the pits was hard, dangerous and unpleasant. The only important 

motivation to do it was the earnings it produced, and this was naturally 

a central concern of miners. As we shall see when we come to look at the 

history of strikes, money was central to the great majority of them. 

I'any disputes were closely related to the specific wages system used in 

the mining industry.

Wages were calculated in differing ways for different categories of 

workers. Those not directly involved in the actual cutting of coal - 

most of the surface workers, r>ony minders, hauliers, and specialists such 

as repair workers, explosive experts etc., - were paid on a time basis, at 

a set rate for each shift worked. The hewers themselves, in contrast, 

were paid in accordance with the actual amount of coal they produced.

1. 1-Hnz I.age der Bergarbeiter p.60.
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"Ihereas the shift rates paid to the former category tended to remain 

largely unchanged for relatively long periods, the piece rates - known 

as Gedinge - paid to the hewers were subject to monthly renegotiations 

between the manager or his representative and the hewers. "If there 

is any significant change in the rock, seam or other factor, either 

side can demand an immediate alteration or abolition of the rate", was 

how one set of mine rules put it; since the conditions of few seams 

remained constant for long, this system inevitably produced a state of 

almost constant negotiations.

The Gedinge system was a natural consequence of the geological and 

working conditions under which coal was cut. Payment on a time basis 

generally assumes a reasonably effective system of supervision, since 

otherwise there is little incentive to the worker to maintain what 

management consider a reasonable intensity of work. In the mines, 

however, supervision was extremely difficult, owing to the great 

number of scattered work places; the poor lighting made supervision 

even more difficult. Overmen generally visited each face only once 

or twice during a shift. This meant that if production was to be 

maintained at a high level payment had to be by results. One mines

inspector described piece rates as "encouraging activity without super-

2
vision and therefore, with our mining conditions, indispensable"

That the rates had to be subject to constant renegotiations was the 

result of the geological nature of the coal seams in the district;

1. StAB, 1£6, "Arbeitsordnung der Zeche Bruchstrasse" para.13.

2. Herbig "Schwierigkeiten des Lohnwesens".



unlike many seams in England, -which were said to be relatively 

constant in their steepness and ouality of coal and thus allowed 

fairly long-lasted price agreements, the coal seams in the Ruhr tended 

to be convoluted, and the coal could vary considerably in such crucial 

respects as its thickness and hardness. As a result the amount of 

effort and work required to produce a given quantity of coal varied 

enormously. The most straightforward solution was to assess the 

difficulty of the work afresh each month or whenever conditions showed 

a significant change, and to agree a rate in accordance with these new
t

conditions, and this was the system adopted.

Such a wages system produced some adverse results. One problem was 

that the hewers were simply paid for the coal they produced, and 

although this was supposed to be sufficient to cover the time they 

also had to spend on preparatory and secondary work, particularly 

timbering, no special financial provision was made for such work. 

This meant that men were tempted to skimp on important work and cut

corners with the aim of resuming coal cutting as soon as possible.
2This could increase the dangers from accidents.

The system also meant that conflict between management and men was 

almost continuous. Every month negotiations took place to settle the 

rate. Usually the overman negotiated on behalf of the manager, 

although any agreement he reached might be only provisional until the

1. 1-Hinz Lage der Bergarbeiter pp.68-69? Ketzner Soziale FUrsorge p.52. 
For a discussion of British price lists at this period, see Jevons 
British Coal Trade chaoter XIV: the complexities do not appear to 
have revolved, primarily around the actual rate for sinple coal cutting; 
see also Douglass "Durham Pitman11 pp.239-2hO.

2. Ketzner Soziale Filrsorge p.77.
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manager had auproved it himself. The team leader of the norning 

shift negotiated on behalf of the men, although in theory only on his 

own behalf, for the agreement which he reached was then applied to the 

other members of the team and to the afternoon shift. 2 The interests 

of the management and the men were in clear conflict: management were 

concerned to keep down wages as far as possible, and would therefore 

stress the easy aspects of the work in prospect; the men, on the other 

hand, argued that the face was difficult, and that higher rates per 

truck were needed if they were to be able to earn a tolerable wage; 

to give their argument credibility they might deliberately reduce their 

output. Many works' Rules stated that the rate had to be settled 

within ten days of the beginning of the month, and that if no agreement 

had been reached the "local normal daily wage" should be paid. But 

this too was often a matter for dispute. In fact the bargaining 

period might well be a period of a war of nerves, with the workers 

threatening to leave the mine and the management threatening to sack 

them if the other side did not accept their demands. At the inquiry 

at Bruchstrasse following the 1905 strike, the miners 1 delegates 

complained that the mine officials were very hostile to the workers in 

wage discussions: "If the rate on offer was not accepted they talked 

of notice or even immediate dismissal". Two witnesses coirrolained

1. StAB, UJL£, Denies chrift iiber die Untersuchung p . 1 1 ; Iletzner Soziale 
Purs or ge p.

2. Pieper T&ge der Pergarbeiter p. 58.

3. Herbig "Schwierigkeiten des Lohnwesens" .

IN Hasslacher ""Mas ist unter 'ortsiiblicher Tagelohn ' . . . zu verstehen?" in 
Gliickauf 19.9.1903.

5. STA1-I, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1735.
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particularly about the behaviour of an overman named Gailenbrugge; 

when the latter came to give evidence he commented:

"He had always had as his aim that the rate should be set so that 

a hewer would earn at least 5M. He normally negotiated for a 

lengthy time about the agreement, since the workers normally 
demanded two or three times as much at first. He had not been 

rrde* He did remember an occasion in the autumn of the previous 

year "hen he certainly had dealt sharply with them, and when they 
had rejected an offer of 1 .50 marks had shortly told them that 
they could pack their things and leave. The reason was that he 

had come across them having a long conversation and not working. 

He had often noticed at Bruchstrasse that the men often stopped 
work and chatted. This was particularly true at the start of 
the morning shift. They were only allowed to stop for refresh­ 

ment once in the shift, and he had been enforcing this rule."..

There were similar complaints at other pits. At Shamrock an overman 

named Schmidt exlained that when he offered a wae rate:

"the men were at first normally not satisfied. After we had 
discussed the work" the team leader signed the agreement. There 

were cases virtually every day in my section when some of the men 

rejected the rate at first and would not sign. But it happened 

just as often that the men earned quite satisfactorily at the rate 

which they had at first rejected". 2

The overmen in fact had only limited freedom to negotiate with their 

men, since they had to ensure that the total wage bill for their 

section did not exceed the limits laid down by management. Neverthe­ 

less, the wage system produced virtually a running conflict between 

overmen and. the miners for whom they were responsible. Bergassessor 

Herbig commented:

"In daily inspections there is hardly ever not a small dispute in 

which the worker emphasizes the bad aspects of the ciirrent 
conditions of work, while the mine official has to be concerned, 
in the interests of the employer, to check these problems for their 

true significance and certainly not to overvalue them. This

1 . ibid.

2. StAB, 158 Berwerksgesellschaft Kibernia to KF-B 22.2.1905.

3. STA1J, Frankfurter Zeitnng 11.2.1912.
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concern with the fixing of Diece-rates thus intrudes daily into 
relations between officials and workers; and thus one of the 
main advantages which the Diece-rate system has in other 
industries - namely that -jith an agreement, this fundamental and 
therefore sharply disputed point is removed from debate, and that 
for as long as the agreement lasts there is a ceasefire - is lost. 
In mining the silent struggle over piece rates never lets up". 1

Since the main threat open to a miner who disliked the wage on offer was 

to resign and seek work elsewhere, the system gave great encouragement
N*

to the practice of job-changing, which, as we saw in the first chapter, 

was endamic in the district. The effectiveness of the threat to leave 

in search of better pay in practice depended on the state of the trade 

cycle. During booms a great many pits were keen to attract new labour 

so that finding a new job was not too difficult, but during recessions 

the problems were greater, and a miner who stuck out for a better deal 

was taking a significant risk. This mechanism helps to explain why 

both job-changing increased and wages rose during booms and fell in 

recessions. Vie find the process at work at Shamrock III/IV in December 

190U: a hewer named Schulz was offered a reduced rate for the next 

month and rejected the offer; "After this the overman was so constantly

on my back, that after I had tried to find work at other mines but
2failed, I eventually signed the agreement". This willingness to look

elsewhere for better pay naturally encouraged job-changing, and meant 

that the freedom to move from one pit to another - a freedom which the 

employers were keen to curtail - was of the utmost importance to miners

1. Herbig "Schwierigkeiten des Lohnwesens".

2. StAB, U58 Bergwerksgesellschaft Hibernia to KLB 22.2.1905; on the 
cyclical character of job-changing, see chapter 1.
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\

as they sought to bid up their wages. Jakob Brodam, a miners 1 leader 

from Gelsenkirchen, denounced the lock-out by which the employers 

tried in 1889 to prevent job-changing: "The lock-out is preventing 

wages from rising, since it is no longer Dossible for the worker to 

leave one pit and seek work at another. Thus all competition is 

prevented." Luckily for the miners, their right to move in search 

of work was guaranteed in the liberal reform laws of the 1860's and as 

we have seen job-changing remained an important feature of life in the 

Ruhr up until the war. One mines inspector described this freedom
t

to change jobs as "one of the workers 1 most important weapons in

2 struggles with the mine owners, particularly in wage conflicts". It

is not surprising that the emuloyers resorted to company housing and 

other attempts to reduce job-changing.

One significant consequence of this system was that hewers' wages were 

extremely sensitive to cyclical fluctuations, since during economic 

upswings they could exploit the overall labour shortage and competition 

between pits to bid up wages, while in recessions they had to accept 

cuts. Since agreements only lasted a short time, wages responded 

quickly to changes in economic conditions. This contrasted with the 

other workers who were paid on a time basis, by the shift. Their 

rates were relatively inflexible, since there was no similar system of 

semi-automatic adjustment. During 1889, for instance, the wages of 

hewers in the Bochum area were reported to have increased by between

1. StAB, U61, Rheinisch-T-Jestfaiische Zeitung 29.10.1889; the theme 
was echoed by other miners' leaders such as Ludwig Schrtider and 
Johannes Kohr; StAB, ii62, Rheinisch-TTestfaiische Zeitung 1li.12.1889, 
amt Herne to KLB 16.12.1889.

2. Oberschuir Heranziehung p.1li.
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thirty and forty per cent, -while those of hauliers were estimated 

only to have risen by 1 8 per cent, and the wages of pony minders by 

13 per cent. In the recession year of 1901, on the other hand, the 

average wages of hewers fell by 9 per cent, while those of other under­ 

ground workers fell by 7 veT cent, and those of surface workers by only

2 
k per cent. The relative stagnation of the wages of hauliers and

other young shift-paid workers during upswings produced particular 

frustration anong them and, as we shall see in the next chapter, played 

an important part in the precipitation of industrial unrest.

The wages of hewers were thus particularly susceptible to the operation 

of market forces of supply and demand. This forced the mines to 

follow each other fairly closely in their wage policies, to avoid the 

dangers of either losing their existing workers to rival pits or of 

precipitating a round of competitive wage bidding. In 1912, when 

several mines were considering raising wages, one newspaper observed: 

"If appreciable wage increases are introduced at some mines, others, 

particularly neighbouring mines, will have to follow to prevent people 

leaving their employment". The available statistics suggest that 

the wages paid by neighbouring pits did indeed bunch around the average 

level: in January 1890 the average of the average wages paid to hewers 

at 26 pits around Bochum was h.5>3 marks per shift; ten of the pits were 

paying an average wage more than five per cent above or below that level

1. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1889; average hewers' wages in the Ruhr rose 
on average by 1f?.5> per cent between 1888 and 1889, while hauliers' 
etc. wages rose by 11.1 per cent and surface workers' by 8.9 per cent; 
Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.17.

2. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1901; Koch BergarbelterbeweTOig p. 1 h9 .

3. Kolnische Zeltun% 3.2.1912, ouoted in H. Imbusch Bergarbelterstreik 
In IMhrgebiet 1912 (KBln, 1912) p.1.?.
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(i.e. more than U.?6 or less than U.30 marks), but only two pits - 

President and Hannover - were paying their hearers an average wage more 

than ten per cent beyond the average. Such local variations were 

somewhat random, and liable to change from month to month. A more 

sustained differential persisted, however, between the general level 

of wages paid by the older mines in the southern part of the Ruhr 

district, and the newer ones to the north. The northern mines, being 

more recently established, had to attract and hold a virtually brand 

new labour force; and being deeper, with a greater fixed capital 

investment and richer coal seams, they could less well afford any loss 

of output through an inadequate work force. The result was that wages 

at the northern mines were generally higher - varying on average 

between 970 and 1,3U8 marks a year "between 1890 and 1900, compared with 

a variation of between 923 and 1,296 marks a year at the more southerly 

mines in the same period.

Kore objectionable to many miners, however, than these variations in 

the level of wages between one nine and another, were variations within 

one mine itself. Hewers earned considerably more than surface and 

other workers: at Constantin II in January 1890 hewers earned on 

average U.66 marks per shift compared with only 2.32 marks for surface 

workers; at Bruchstrasse the hewers earned U.51 marks, compared to 

2.55 marks for surface workers, and the other mines showed similar 

differentials. But there were also considerable variations between

1. figures from StAB, U61.

2. WI-JA, K2 213, Denkschrift betr. die Stillegung verschiedener 
Steinkohlenzechen des Ruhr-Reviers_ p.9.

3. StAB, 161.
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the earnings of hewers themselves, resulting partly from the 

differences in the physical conditions they faced, partly from the 

different terms they had been able to extract from the management, and 

partly from differing strength, skill, hours of work, and effort on 

the part of the men themselves. Ue get an idea of the spread of 

hewer's earnings from the figures for one large mine (unnamed) in June 

of each year between 1900 and 190?:

Table 1 6 Proportion of hewers with various earnings per shift,
June, 1900-1907.

Year

1900
1901
1902
1903
190U
1905
1906
1907

Proportion of
-U.oo
o.l£
o.U
1.5
1.5
-
-
-
_

U.oo-k.50
1.62
2.9

23.5
12.9
3.1
U.o

—
—

li. 5o-5. oo
18.0£
19.3
U6.1
27.1
1U.3
22.1
6.6

—

hewers earnings: (I larks)
5.00-5.50

55.2^
5U.6
26.2
U2.8
52.2
52. h
U6.1

—

5.50-6.00
20.2^
19.7
1.3

13.5
26.6
20. h
38.0
O.U

6.00-6.50 6.5o+
k.&
3.1
1.U
1.6 0.6^
3.3 0.5
1.1
9.3

50.3 U9.3

The table demonstrates the wide range of hewers' earnings, despite the 

fact that in each year between h2 and 55 per cent of them were concentrated 

in one band of 50 Pfennigs. The Drecise degree of bunching of earnings 

varied from year to year. The table also illustrates the general fall 

in earnings in 1902 and the astonishing rise in 190? (the average earnings 

of hewers in the Ruhr as a whole rose by 12 per cent, in 190?, from 1,661; 

marks in 1906 to 1,871 marks). A greater spread was found at

1. 1-Hinz Lage der Bergarbeiter p.6)i,

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewerrmg p.1h9.



- 203 -

Bruchstrasse over the months of October to December 190k:

Table 1 7 Proportion of hewers -with various earnings per shift 
Eruchstrasse, Oct. -Dec. I90lu '

Proportion of hewers earnings: (Karks)

-ii.oo IuOO-Iu5o Ii. 5Q-5.00 5.QQ-5.5Q 5.5o-6.oo 6.00+

11. h% 16.7£ 2h.8£ 22.6%

2 Similar spreads of earnings were found elsewhere. Otto Hue

commented:

"A small minority of the teams achieve very much higher wages 
than the average. This forces the 'average1 up , but the wages 
of the great majority remain below it. The wages of one and 
the same category of worker fluctuate per shift, often by 
several marks 1" 3

The figures quoted suggest that the high earnings at the top were 

roughly balanced out by poor earnings at the bottom. Hue's comment 

does, however, point to the perceived reality behind the figures: 

that for any actual hewer the figures for "average" wages had only a 

limited relevance, since the pay which he might expect to receive 

could easily be quite different.

It is important to remember that these differentials relate to men 

doing the same job, so that while they may partially reflect 

differences in effort and physical strength, they do not reflect 

fundamentally different skill, as factory differentials may comonly 

do; and they certainly do not reflect differing social status, as

1. StAB, U55 Kflniglich PreussischerStaatsanzelger 8.2.1905.

2. Cf. StAB,lj62, Bergwerksgesellschaft Hibernia to ICLB 15.2.1890;
StAB, Ui5, Denkschrlft ttber die Untersuchung; Tenfelde Sozial^eschichte 
p.298.

3. Hue Bergarbeiter II p.6?9.
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between the skilled and the unskilled. In 1905, indeed, it was 

claimed by one union leader (a member of the christliche Gewerkverein) 

that the sliilled and experienced native Westphalians were penalized, 

as compared i-ith recent immigrants from the east, since they were given 

the more difficult seams where the opportunities for high output were 

limited. Others, including Otto Hue, suggested that "miners fate"

and the personal whims of the overmen were the decisive factors in
^ o 

determining who earned badly or well. 1-Jhatever the reasons, the

wide spread of earnings for one and the same job was commonly felt to 

be unjust. At the 1905 official comroission of inquiry at 

Pruchstrasse the miners 1 delegates complained "that some teams who 

have worked hard and well earn poor wages, while in contrast other 

teams earn good wages. The difference is very marked and unjust, 

and there absolutely must be an equalization". The commission agreed: 

in their conclusions they reported, "the wage situation cannot be 

regarded as unfavourable, although it must be conceded that it appears 

desirable that the management introduce some degree of equalization of 

the teams' piece rates".

1. STAM, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1 8Uh, I-Iitteilungen der Hauptstelle 
Deutscher Arbeitgeberverbande 25.1.1905.

2. IZF, Westfalische Rreie Presse 29. h. 1891; Hue Eergarbeiter II p.6?9.

3. StAB, U55, Kttniglich PreussischerStaatsanzeiger 8.2.1905. Tenfelde 
is somewhat misleading with his claim: "The wage structure within 
the pit, the wage relationships of the various categories of worker 
above and below the surface, were apparently in general accepted by 
the miners". We shall see in the next chapter that the different 
treatment of workers on piece rates and on shift wages contributed 
substantially to the outbreak of strikes. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte 
p.298.
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Whatever the problems associated with the system of wage assessment 

for miners in the Ruhr, both contempomes and historians have 

generally agreed that the miners at least did relatively well in the 

actual level of wages they received. Although challenged first by 

the Saar and later by the Aachen coal fields, miners in the Ruhr 

generally and on average earned more than their comrades in the other 

German coal fields. Dr. Jiingst of the employers'federation, the

Verein fiir die bergbaulichen Interessen, claimed that the highest wages

p on the continent were paid in the Ruhr. During disputes it was often

claimed that the wages issue did not justify strike action, since the 

miners already earned well. Thus the Bochum Chamber of Coromerce 

described the wage demands raised during the 1889 strike as "quite 

unjustified", on the ground that wages were already, even before the 

strike began, rising fast, and in 1890 the management of the Hannibal 

pit claimed that it had been proved "that in no other industrial 

district do the colliers earn so much with shorter hours as they do in 

the T-Jestphalian district". The view that the miners were particularly 

well paid has been reflected by more recent historians: discussing the 

causes of the 19^5 strike, Koch comments that, "even less than in 1889 

can one speak of an 'economic state of distress'", implying at least 

that the actual level of wages did not warrant serious discontent.

Nevertheless, we shall see when we come to look at the history of

1. Metzner Soziale Ptirsorge p.56.

2. ibid, p.11,

3. T'Ti-JA, HKB Jahresbericht 1888; StAB, h62, leaflet headed "Zeche 
Hannibal", 15.3.1890.

h. Koch Eergarbeiterbewegung p.106; cf. Crew Industry and. Comunity
Tvn-PQs-^Oflpp.^-
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mining strikes that the level of wages was a perennial ground fo
r 

complaint and conflict and that very substantial increases in wa
ges 

were frequently put f orward as central strike demands. This 

suggests that there was a gap in the perception of the adequacy 
of 

miners' wages between employers and other commentators on the on
e 

hand and many miners on the other.

The level of miners 1 wages rose appreciably in cash terms after the 

dark days of the depression of the 1870's and 1880's. In 1879 the 

average level of hewer ! s earnings fell to 2.5£ marks per shift; 
by

1882 it had reached three marks, Tsy 1890 four marks, by 1900 five 

marks, and by 1907 six marks. It was this long-term rise in money 

wages which enabled the Bo chum Amtsrichter, Neukamp, to comment 
in 

1889, "that one could never speak here of starvation wages; that the 

miners have rather always earned wages which are not just adequat
e 

but rise proportionately with the improvement of the industrial 

situation."

The Amtsrichter was right to point to the close connection betwee
n 

wages and the state of the industry. Wages represented by far the 

largest single cost in the production of coal: between 1886 and 1913 

wages represented between U6.7 per cent (in 1891) and 60.2 per c
ent 

(in 1908) of the value of total output for the Ruhr district as a
 whole.

1. Koch Bergarbeiterber-regung pp.17, 1U8-1U9. The final years before the 

war saw a slight fall and then a recovery to slightly over the 1
907 

position.

2. StAB, UU1, Zeitschrift fttr Bergrecht (1889, Heft U) pp.$13-51U.

3. Koch Bergarbeiterbewe.^ung p.1hO; E.A. Urigley Industrial Growth and 

Population Change (Cambridge, 1962) p.HO; for British figures, 

IT.H. Scott et al'Coal and Conflict (Liverpool, 1963) p.23; K.W. Kirby 

The British Coalmining Industry 1870-19h6 (London, 1977) p.13.
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Clearly in these circumstances the employers were only likely to 

contemplate wage increases when the industry was prospering, and 

when recession struck it was the wage bill which offered the most 

promising area for substantial savings. The labour-intensive 

nature of the mining industry thus made miners' wages extremely 

vulnerable to the vagaries of the coal market. In the case of the 

Ruhr miners in our period this worked to their long-term advantage, 

in that the market for the coal they produced expanded extremely 

rapidly in this period; but the long-term rise in coal output and 

miners' wages was marked by cyclical recessions, during which - as 

we have already seen - output, hours of work and wages were all cut 

back. Thus the six-marks-per-shift average for hewers t-:hich had 

been reached during 190? was not seen again until 1912. This 

cyclical vulnerability of their wages was one important source of the 

gap between the perception of miners themselves and others of the 

true state of their wages: while an outsider might point to the long- 

term irrprovement, the miner was more immediately interested in the 

specific recent fluctuations to which his wages had been subject. 

Closely related to this was the fact that - as we have seen - the 

figures for average wages conceal very considerable disparities, so 

that many individual miners did not feel that they were benefitting 

from the general prosperity as much as others. They too would not 

be overly impressed with average figures.

A further problem was that the figures which were generally used for

1. Koch Eergarheiterbewegnng p.1h9.
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such calculations represented gross wages, and not the actual take 

home pay. The miner had to pay the mine for the tools, explosive 

and lamp oil that he used: in early 1898, when the average level of 

hewers 1 wages stood at h.hk marks a shift, this was thought to 

average some 18 pfennigs a shift; the miner's contribution towards 

the Khanpschaft averaged a further 16 pfennigs. In addition to 

these standard stoppages, the miner would find, if he lived in a 

company house, that his rent was taken from his wages; and if he had 

been granted credit at the company store, any debts would be deducted 

too. Finally, and perhaps most important, were the fines which could 

be imposed for late arrival, missing a shift without adequate reason, 

poor work, or other misbehaviour such as drunkenness at work. These

fines could be fairly substantial: at Bruchstrasse in 1905 a man

2 could be fined half an average day's earnings. Such deductions were,

of course, to some extent subject to the decisions and actions of the 

miner concerned, and some, particularly cheap company housing, may 

actually have saved him otherwise necessary expenditure. nevertheless, 

they did have the effect of substantially reducing his wage packet at 

the end of the month and emphasizing the gap in perception between the 

"average" wages about which he might read in the newspaper, and those 

which he actually received. There was a considerable distrust of the 

official statistics amongst miners - not least because they were based 

on the employers 1 returns. ludwig Schrttder, one of the miners' first 

leaders, declared in 1889: "For me, and for the miners generally,

1. StAB, 1*63, RPA to KLB 5.3.1898; Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p. 90.

2. StAB, h£6, Arbeitsordnung der Zeche Eruchstrasse; Fischer-Eckert 
T-aqe der Frauen p. 107.
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the only proof lies in the wage books". Unfortunately there appear 

to be no general statistics based on the actual wage books of 

individual miners.

One source of dispute over the correct interpretation of the rising 

level of money -wages was the role of overtime and short-time working. 

T-7e have already seen that during booms both the number of shifts 

worked and their length, tended to increase, while during recessions 

the reverse was true. One result was that annual earnings tended to 

fluctuate, both up and down, more sharply than average earnings per 

shift. Table 18 illustrates the process in the years between 1905 and 

1912:

	n
Table 18 Average earnings of Ruhr miners (all categories) 1905-1912.

1905 1907 1909 1912

Wages per shift U.03 marks U.8? marks k.h9 marks 5.03 marks

Increase/decrease +0,8U " -0.38 " +0.5U "

Per cent +21 per cent -8 per cent +12 per cent

Annual earnings 1,186 marks 1,562 marks 1,350 marks 1,586 marks

Increase/decrease + 3?6 " - 212 " + 236 "

Per cent + 32 per cent -1U per cent +1? per cent

These (official) figures demonstrate how a substantial proportion of 

increases and falls in annual earnings was caused not by changes in 

rates of pay, but rather in the hours of work. It was commonly asserted,

1. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.76.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp.1h9-l50,
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however, that the official figures underestimated the effect of 

lengthening hours of work, since many overtime shifts were not 

reported to the authorities. 1 In 1899 the Volksblattj the Bochum 

social democratic paper, complained that the bourgeois press was 

distorting the rising earnings of miners, by assuming that they were 

working around twenty-five shifts per month - and that rising 

overall earnings therefore reflected rising wage rates - when in fact 

between thirty and forty shifts were being worked each month: 

according to the paper, higher earnings resulted merely from these

increased hours of work - from which the employers benefitted just as

2
much as the men. In 1889 it was even claimed that the rising

number of shifts being worked concealed an actual fall in the wages 

being paid for each shift. The miners' union commented in its 

report for 1899:

"It only needs ten overtime shifts, each at three marks, to be 
included with the normal shifts, and with 300 normal shifts in 
the year the wage rate will appear to have risen by ten pfennigs 
per shift - when in fact it has not risen by one pfennig.1 The 
more overtime shifts which are not separately calculated, the 
higher the 'normal wage' rises, but without the employer having 
to pay one jot more on his wages bill". h

It is impossible in the absence of systematic but non-official data 

to evaluate just how serious this problem was; nevertheless, it is 

clear that at least some of the increases in miners' earnings 

resulted - at least in the short term - from longer hours of work 

rather than from an actual improvement in the rate for the lob.

1. Pieper Tage der Bergarbeiter p.?6.

2. IZF, Volksblatt 5.1.1899.

3. IZF, Westfalische Arbeiter Zeitung 19.1.1889.

h. IGBE, AI 12, Bergarbeiter-Verband Jahresbericht 1899.
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The third major qualification to the rosy picture of miners 1 pay was 

presented by corresponding increases in prices, the effect of which 

night be to reduce if not eliminate improvements. The information 

on which we must base any assessment of the adequacy of miners' wages 

is, perhaps inevitably, rather patchy. Dr. Lorenz Pieper tried to 

persuade a number of families to record their expenditure in detail,

for a year; he failed, however, because the people were mistrustful,
1and those who agreed to start did not keep them going. Louise

Fischer-Eckert had greater success with her studies of families in

Hariborn, end drew on the other available literature relating to
2Germany. Others made observations on the question from time to time,

But there was no established index of the cost of living, particularly 

as it related to miners.

Nevertheless, despite the problems there are some indications that by 

reference to the cost of living the wages of miners were not 

particularly generous: indeed, for many they appear to have been 

distinctly inadequate. In 1878, during the depths of the depression, 

Touis Baare (managing director of the Bochumer Verein) estimated that 

a iTorkers 1 family needed some 800 marks in the year as an absolute 

minimum. The average wage for hewers that year was 2.66 marks per 

shift, so that 300 shifts would have been needed to earn 800 marks: 

it is probable that few hewers worked so many shifts at that timej and

1. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.228.

2. Fischer-Eckert T.age der Frauen chap,VI.

3. Imbusch Arbeltsverhaitnis p.106; Kiinz Lage der Eergarbeiter p.90.
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the wages for other categories of mine-worker were appreciably lower 

than those for hewers. In 1889 the Gelsenkirchen Borgermeister 

estimated that a workers 1 family with three children needed at least

1,067 marks: the average miners 1 income that year was 9U1 marks, and

peven hewers averaged only 1,028 marks. It was variously calculated

that a working class family of four needed to spend about half its 

income on food, and one estimate based on this assumption and the cost 

of food in Germany as a whole estimated that such a family needed to 

earn annually at least 1,200 marks in the years 1881-1889, 1,300 marks 

in 1890-1903, and 1,500 marks in 190U-1909. The average earnings of 

hewers in the Ruhr reached these levels in only ten of the 21 years 

between 1889 and 1909, while the earnings of other categories of mine
o

worker never achieved these figures. Finally, in 1911 and 1912 the 

Arbeitsmarkt-Correspondenz published estimates of the cost of simply 

feeding a family of four in Germany, based on the rations of the 

marines and price data from 190 towns: between April 1911 and April 

1912 it varied between 23.72 marks and 25. ih marks a week. The 

average miner's earnings in 1911 were 1,UU6 marks, and Fischer-Eckert 

estimated that rent for a four-room colony house (cheaper than a 

privately rented one) would take 192 marks, water rates a further 

9.60 marks, rent for the oven 9.00 marks and tax U8.00 marks. This 

left a disposable income of only 22.88 marks a week - below the 

estimated level needed merely to feed four people, let alone clothe,

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp. 17-1 8; Hue Bergarbeiter II p.2h1 .
See also Crew Industry and Community pp.31 -1|2; Tenfelde Sozial^eschichte 
pp • 307 -321 ; Wolcke Entwicklung pp . 1 Ii2 -1 h9 •

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp. 17*

3. Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen p.1o6j Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung
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clean and generally supply them with all the necessities of life.

Such estimates are useful in giving a broad indication of the adequacy 

or otherwise of workers* earnings. They do not, however, do justice 

to the many and varied situations of the thousands of individual mine- 

workers and their families. As we have already seen, the average 

figures conceal wide variations between individuals and fluctuations 

between the earnings even of the same individual from one month to 

another. Just as important as these variations, however, in deter­ 

mining the miners' standard of living were the differences in their 

family situations. Fischer-Eckert, in her study of nearly five 

hundred workers 1 families in Hamborn, found that the more children a 

family had the more likely it was to be in serious poverty: not only 

were the actual financial costs of the family higher, but the mother 

found it increasingly difficult simply to cope with the housework, 

budgeting etc. Other factors seriously affecting families 1 standard 

of living included the health of both husband and wife, their savings

(if any) and the wife's intelligence, experience and general ability

2 to run a household.

Some families were able to supplement the father's income from other 

sources. Here too family structure was important: while young 

children simply added to the family's costs, sons over school-leaving 

age could provide a second wage (provided, that is, they did not

1. Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen pp.109-110.

2. ibid, pp.82-95; Tucas Arbeiterradikalismus pp.5?-70.
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leave home: there were complaints that they frequently did so). 

Eany families, as we have seen, supplemented their income by having

one or more lodgers. Some kept a pig, a goat (known as "the miner's
o

cow") or some hens, and many grew their own vegetables. In

addition the companies commonly supplied potatoes and sometimes other 

food at low prices, sometimes from their own farms; and all miners 

were by custom entitled to cheap coal. These practices helped to 

supplement miners 1 wages. nevertheless, as we saw in the first 

chapter, the opportunities for women to find paid jobs - in other 

situations one of the most important fall-backs for working class 

families - were very limited in the Ruhr.

Despite all the caveats, there does appear to have been a real improve­ 

ment in the general level of miners' wages, even when price movements 

have been taken into account. In part this was due to the low 

starting point. In 1880 the Bochum town authorities described the 

general level of workers' wages as, "being established at a level which 

enabled the worker merely to meet his immediate expenses. Illness or 

death:' in the family or temporary unemployment drove him - since there 

were no savings - to poor relief..." From about 1880, however, money 

wages started to recover, and moved forward faster than food prices. 

From a low of 2.79 marks in 1879, hewers' wages rose to over U.OO marks 

a shift in 1891 - an increase of well over a third. Over the same

1. SUB, )ili1, Amt Bochum II to KLB 2h.9.1889; Klinz Lage der Bergarbeiter 
p.136.

2. Daring a strike in spring 1891 one observer noted how the miners
relieved their wives of the tasks of planting the potatoes and beans: 
StAB, hhl, Kainische Zeitung 23 (?).b.l891.

3. ninz T,age der Bergarbeiter pp.9h-9£« 

h. SUB, Kagistratsbericht 1879/80 p.23.
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period, despite the fact that 1891 was a year of particularly high 

food prices, only rye from amongst the basic food-stuffs rose by 

more: the price of rye at the Bochum market rose by over fifty per 

cent; bacon rose by 1h per cent, wheat by 8 per cent, and potatoes, 

beef, pork and butter all rose by five per cent or less. Between 

1 891 and 1893 wages fen, while food prices varied, mostly falling 

to some extent but some - pork, bacon and butter - rising. After 

this set-back, the later 1890 ! s saw~a real improvement in average 

wages, relative to food prices. While the average wage rose by about 

a third from 3.1U marks to U.18 marks per shift between 1893 and 1900, 

and average yearly earnings rose by over forty per cent from 9^6 marks 

to 1,332 marks, the prices of wheat, rye, pork and bacon actually fell 

in Bochum, beef remained stable, butter rose slightly and only potatoes 

showed a significant increase - although potatoes fluctuated rather 

violently from year to year.

The depression at the turn of the century brought a fall in the value 

of wages against food prices: between 1900 and 1903 annual earnings 

fell by almost ten per cent, while wheat, potatoes and beef rose in 

price, pork and butter remained steady, and rye fell slightly. Real 

wages rose again with the economic upswing, so that between 1903 and 

1907 earnings rose by about a third while prices rose more moderately: 

grain (wheat and rye) by about 25 per cent, potatoes by nearly 20 per 

cent, meats by around 16 ner cent, butter by nine per cent, and bacon

1. Food prices are given in Verein fiir die bergbaulichen Interessen 
Me Entwicklung des ... Steinkohlenbergbaues XII pp. 88-89; WI7A, 
HKB Jahresterichte; i:ilnz I-age der Fergarbeiter p.91; Silbergleit 
Preussens Stadte pp.310-320; see also Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte 
pp. 307 -321; Crew Industry and CoTmunity pp. 305-306; Viol eke 
'Sntwicklung pp. 1Ii7-1h9.
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by five per cent. This seems, however, to have been the end of the 

rise: average earnings declined by about seven per cent between 190? 

and 1911, and such prices on which we have information in this period 

appear to have remained fairly stable.

High prices did nevertheless cause great concern in official circles 

in 1911. In their report for 1910 the Bochum Chamber of Commerce 

reported: "The higher earnings of workers have certainly been 

partially cancelled out by the price rises for some necessities,

particularly meat, so that the consumption power of the industrial

2 worker can scarcely have increased". In the winter of 1911-1912

the town authorities established a special commission on prices, and 

consideration was given to the idea of taking over the distribution of 

vegetables. Eventually traders were persuaded to sell vegetables in 

bulk in a special cheap market, and by the autumn of 1912 the price of 

many vegetables had fallen dramatically. The town authorities 

organized the purchase of cheap beef from Holland, only ending the 

service when prices appeared more reasonable in 1913. The reasons 

for this panic in 1911 and 1912 are not entirely clear: the limited 

statistical information available does not suggest that prices were 

-uch higher in 1911 and 1912 than they had been in 190?, although 

wages had fallen in the meantime. It may be that prices had fallen 

in the meantime and then rose again sharply. "Jhat is clear, however,

1. T.7!7A, K2 816; StAB, Narkischer Sprecher 8.1.1912.

2. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1910.

3. StAB, HKB Jahresbericht 1911/12 p.96; UHA, K2 816; StAB, Karkischer 
Sprecher 8.1.1912.

k. StAB, llagistrats-Bericht 1912 p.117? Brinkmann Eochum p.223.
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is that despite the considerable improvement in real wages over the 

years, the advance was not massive or irreversible. A considerable 

degree of uncertainty continued to surround the improvements which 

miners - and other workers in the district - had seen in their 

standard of living, and there was little room for complacency.

llor should we make the error of assuming that even when the general 

level of wages was relatively good, this necessarily meant a high 

"standard of living". In part this was because of the considerable
t

uncertainties T-tfiich, as we have seen, surrounded the earnings of any 

particular miner, whatever the average level of wages. In part, 

however, it was due to the ignorance and lack of numerical and house­ 

hold skills of many miners and their wives. Some miners found it 

difficult to calculate what they were owed from one pay-day to the 

next: some relied on chalking up on a door at home the number of

hours and shifts they had worked and how many trucks of coal had been

2
produced in order to keep some check on the eventual wage slip.

The problem was made more difficult by the custom of calculating wages 

on a monthly basis, with an advance paid in the middle of the month. 

This system meant that, compared with weekly pay-days, the family 

received a relatively large sum of money twice a month, which was then 

expected to last for two weeks. Some families appear to have succumbed

1 . I'Jriting shortly before the outbreak of war, Fischer-Eckert concluded 
that in over half of the Hamborn workers' families which she investi­ 
gated, "the total family income did not cover the necessary 
expenditure". Fischer-Eckert Lage der Frauen p.12?.

2. Hoffeld Bilder aus dem Eerftmannsleben p.U1.
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to the temptation to blow too much of it when they had the chance, 

either on drink or on "luxuries", and then suffered serious shortages 

or got themselves into increasing debt with shop-keepers until the 

next pay-day came round. Dr. Pieper commented:

"It is a notorious fact that the Ruhr miner's household shows a 
striking lack of economy, practical supervision and a thrifty 
division of tasks. One who has not seen it for himself would 
not believe the uneconomic, ill-considered and often virtually 
absurd manner in which goods and food for half or an entire 
month are purchased or borrowed, and thai some - for instance meat, 
margarine, butter etc., - are allowed to spoil or are wasted too 
quickly. Omitting to consider the time till the next pay-day, 
they simply go ahead and buy freely. "With weekly pay-days the 
miner and his wife would become accustomed to better supervision 
of the household necessities, and manage the smaller sums more 
rationally. Similarly they would not borrow so readily and 
thus avoid dependence on traders and shop-keepers. Weekly 
payments thus have educational and economic advantages". 1

Of course the ability or lack of it to manage a household satisfactorily

varied very markedly from family to family. Some miners were thrifty
2and managed to save considerable sums. Nevertheless, the task

facing the miner's wife was difficult, particularly if she had many 

children to care for, and good management demanded skills and a self- 

discipline which many lacked. The nore children, and the lower or 

nore unpredictable the money handed over by her husband, the more

impossible was the task of the housewife to supply the needs of her

3family without resorting to credit and running up debts. Thus even

high wages, particularly when they only lasted for a while, by no 

means translated automatically into real prosperity for the miner's

1. Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter p.70*

2. The average size of miners' accounts in the Bochum Stadtische Sparkasse in 1895 was 1,190 marks - more than a year's average earnings. But 
only a small pJLnority of miners appear to have had an account at all, and the number "decreased rapidly between 186? and 1895". Crew 
Industry and Community pp.252-253.

3. Fischer-Eckert I .age der Frauen chapter V.
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family. That was only to be achieved by such a favourable conjunction 

of circumstances, and its continuation Has subject to so many 

uncertainties, that to at least some families there mist have seemed 

little point in looking much beyond immediate needs and immediate 

pleasures.

Conclusions

In the first chapter we noted that for many Germans in the early and 

mid-nineteenth century the chief problem was the absence of work, 

whether on the land or in the towns, and that it was the expansion of 

industry which transformed'their prospects in the second half of the 

century. The coal industry of the Ruhr played a central part in this 

industrial expansion, providing an almost insatiable demand for labour 

which drew in men from all over Germany and beyond.

The work that miners do has never been other than hard, dangerous and 

unpleasant. As an official enquiry noted in Britain in 1972:

"Other occupations have their dangers and inconveniences, but we 
know of none in which there is such a combination of danger, 
health hazard, discomfort in working conditions, social 
inconvenience and community isolation". 1

With the qualification that "coiminity isolation" was much less marked 

in the Ruhr than in, say, the Welsh valleys or Durham pit villages, 

these words broadly applied to mine-work in the Ruhr seventy and more 

years previously. Although men were attracted to the industry by the 

Dromise of high wages, they discovered that it needed long hours of 

back-breaking toil in the dark, dirty and perhaps damp pit. A man

\

1. Wilberforce inquiry, quoted in H.P. Jackson The Price of Coal (London,
1 /~»r-»1 \ ^ 1 1
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could not sustain it for long: if his career, or even his life, was 

not abruptly cut short by an accident, his strength was gradually 

sapped by toil, dust, disease and the small injuries -which no-one 

could entirely avoid, so that in early middle age he was forced to 

take lighter and less well paid jobs. In addition his pay might be 

uncertain and low, his hours long, and he was subjected to hard and 

sometimes bullying overmen.

These aspects of work in the pits were experienced to a greater or 

lesser extent by all mine-workers, although the precise experience 

naturally varied between individuals, places and times. They 

provided a solid basis for discontent and expressions of protest. 

But there was additionally a psychological - even a moral - element 

to dissatisfaction over pit work at this time, caused, by the decline 

in status which such work underwent in the second half of the nine­ 

teenth century. Until the liberalization of the 18^0's and 1860's 

mine work had been a privileged and honoured calling, set apart from 

other forms of manual work by such signs as membership of the 

Knappschaft (which until the 1 8^0' s fulfilled an important social as 

well as insurance function), exemption from military service, job 

security, direct management by royal officials, special uniforms, 

celebrations etc. As Crew has observed: "To be a miner was not 

simrjly to earn a living digging coal, but to exercise a calling with

1. Tenfelde stresses, for instance, the particularly bad conditions 
during the depression years of the 1870's and I880»s; his detailed 
analysis does'not, however, extend beyond 1889: Tenfelde 
Sozialgeschichte pp.273-282.
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special privileges and distinctive moral qualities and responsibilities". 

This position changed drastically as legal privileges were abolished 

and the direct patronage of the state was in large measure withdrawn. 

Associated with these changes was the simultaneous transformation of 

the economic nature of the industry and position -within it of the mine- 

workers: from a small select group, they became a large labour force, 

commonly with no background in the industry; in place of a protected, 

secure place of work the miner was compelled to compete in an economic 

environment characterized by uncertainty, fluctuation and change; and 

from being the elite workers of the district (in standing but not 

always in earnings), miners found this position going increasingly to 

skilled and highly prized workers in the metal industries. The mass 

influx of newcomers to the mines, often despised by longer-established 

workers for their uncouthness and poverty, demonstrated to all that 

nine-work was no longer in any sense an exclusive or even socially 

resDected prof ession.

The result was a loss of prestige and status, much commented on by

2 both contempories and historians. Otto Hue, writing shortly before

the First World Tiar, argued that "the German mine-workers have fallen 

materially and morally behind, even in relation to those groups of

1. Crew Industry and Community p.312; for a full discussion both of 
the Dosition of the miners in the Vorn&rz and the irrroact of the loss

X . —» -•-in I • .»••• -*

of their privileges, see Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte; W. Fischer 
Bedeutung. der preussischen Eergrechtsreform •

2. Amongst the latter, see Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.311-312; Gladen 
"Streiks der Bergarbeiter" p.112; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegungr pp.15, 135; 
Crew Industry and Community pp.311-315; Lucas suggests that miners in 
new districts such as Hamborn found it more difficult to acquire the 
traditional pride in their work than in longer-established mining 
districts such as Bochum, but perhaps underestimates the extent of 
chanpe even in Bochum: Tucas Arbeiterradikalismus p.h5.
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workers compared to whom the colliers (Khappen) held a kind of 

socially aristocratic position at the time of the old mining regime". 

Heinrich Imbusch, a leading Catholic union leader, observed: "If the 

miners were formerly particularly highly regarded, with the passage of

time they "became the least respected. Yes, even workers in other

2 trades frequently thought they could look down upon them". Louise

Fischer-Eckert wrote in her study of Hamborn:

"In general the miners are less^highly regarded socially than the 
factory workers, "because the mining profession attracts very many 
who only want temporary work, or who would othen-rise face 
disaster. The factory worker, on the other hand, must - 
particularly if he works at the smelter, the blast furnace or in 
the rolling mill - deliver quality work, for which his years of 
training and apprenticeship^have qualified him." 3

The process of social decline - described by some as "proletarianiza­ 

tion" - was reflected in the gradual replacement of the prestigious 

term "Bergmann" with the common "Bergarbeiter". Miners who had the 

necessary connections frequently tried to ensure that their sons found 

factory work - even unskilled work - rather than follow them into the

The relative decline in the status of mine work was thus marked and

1. Hue Bergarbeiter II p.113.

2. Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis p.126.

3. Fischer-Eckert Iage der Frauen p.77.

k. Proletarianization was the main theme of Hue's Bergarbeiterbewegung^ II; 
see also Pieper Tage der Fergarbeiter p.1h; Fischer Bedeutung der 
preussischen Pergrechtsreform p.23; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.339; 
Conze "Vom'Pdbel 1 zum 'Proletariat 1 *.

£• Pieper Lage der Pergarbeiter p.llij Crew Industry and Community 
pp.95, 2lf;
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provided a further dimension to the emergence of discontent in the 

mines. Nevertheless, its impact should not be overstated. Pride 

in the skills and courage of mine work were far from dead in the

later nineteenth century: some presumably unskilled) metal workers

2
were referred to contemptuously as "coolies". Even before the

economic liberalization miners 1 earnings had been lower than those of 

some skilled metal workers, and although miners 1 pay may have fallen

further behind during the depression years of the 1870's and 1880's,

3
they appear to have increased somewhat faster thereafter. Despite

complaints from the mining industry that young workers who had once 

tasted factory work could not be induced to return to the pits or to 

stay there, other industrialists complained that the high wages which 

even young men received in the mines discouraged them from undergoing 

the long and relatively poorly paid apprenticeship which was necessary 

to acauire skilled status. The r»icture was therefore not one-sided.

1. Historians who have perhaDS tended to do so include Koch ("The social 
decline of the miners' estate in the second half of the 19th century 
was the most important pre-condition for a trade union organisation 
of mine-workers."), and Tenfelde who sees the decline in status, 
combined with continued elements from the past, as central to the 
emergence of later forms of miners 1 protest: Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung 
p.13?$ Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.33h-3U2. See also the discussion 
in Grew Industry and Comnunity pp.308-321.

2. Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus p.Ii£; STAK, Frankfurter Zeitung 11.2.1912. 
See also Stearns Tives of labour pp.229-23!?.

3. Tenfelde points out that other groups had always earned more than the 
miners, but suggests confusingly that in the 1880's the miners lost 
their place "at the top of the wage scale". The higher proDortion 
of wages in mining costs probably did lead to a greater wage squeeze 
during the depression than in more capital-intensive industries. 
However, at the Bochuner Verein average miners 1 earnings, having 
lagged behind average metal workers 1 earnings for most of the 1880's 
and 1890 l s moved ahead for all but four of the years between 1900 and 
191L. Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp.Hh-115, 3^0; Mbritz Eochumer 
Verein Table U; Crew Industry and Community pp.296-301.

h. BA., 18/22, Betriebs-Inspektor Witten to Bergwerksdirektor 19.8.1908; 
W<TA, K2 U3, G£br.I-Hillensiefen to HKB 1U.2.1906; UV7A, K2 669, 
Gewerkschaf t" Orange to HKB 19.10•1907•
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Finally, the ma.ior changes in the legal and social position of the 

miners occurred during the 1850«s and 1860's - well outside the 

personal experience of the miners of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, relatively few of whom even came from families 

with a background in the area or in the industry. It was primarily 

more immediate and more concrete features of mine work -which, as we 

shall see in the next chapter, provided the basis for miners' 

protest.



CHAPTER 5 MINERS' STRIKES

It is not surprising, in view of the harsh working conditions to which 

they were subjected, that the miners should protest and seek to secure 

improvement and change. We have already alluded to two common forms 

which such efforts took. One was simply to staya-jay from work, a 

practice particularly common after pay-days and week-ends; although 

not providing for any lasting change to the conditions of work, it did 

offer some relief from them. Another was the practice of job-changing
*

- a practice fostered by the unsettled nature of much of the mining 

work force, the close geographical proximity of many pits, and the 

constant bargaining which was a central feature of the wages system. 

Both job-changing and absenteeism were more pronounced during economic 

upswings than during recessions, since miners realised that they were 

in a strong bargaining position and ran little risk of becoming 

unemployed.

Absenteeism and job-changing were endemic expressions of discontent 

with the nature and conditions of work in the pits and of a widespread 

desire for relief and for something better. In most cases, however, 

they were simply the actions of particular individuals, seeking relief 

or improvements for themselves alone. They did not generally imply 

any significant solidarity with other workers, and were quite compatible 

with a deeply divided working class. In this chapter and the next -we 

will turn to forms of protest and action which depended for success on 

a considerable degree of collective solidarity: in this chapter the
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strike and in the next the formal organisation. Neither could 

succeed unless large numbers of miners were willing to act together 

in their common interest and therefore implied a collective approach 

and a collective loyalty. Their history offers an important indica­ 

tion of the degree to which the common experience of work in the pits 

was able to transcend the social divisions within the working class 

and produce a sense of collective solidarity and class consciousness.

In the days before the liberalization of the mining industry, neither 

strikes nor trade union organisation were known in the industry. 

Nevertheless, miners could and did express their wishes in a collective 

manner, through petitions and pleas to the royal mining authorities and 

ultimately to the king himself. Although this form of collective 

expression declined in importance following the reforms of the 1850's 

and 1860's, when power over the mines was shifted from the Government 

to the owners, and labour was subjected to the workings of the free 

market, echoes of it did persist. Strikes and trade union organisation 

were, however, qualitatively different in that they implied an acceptance 

of and commitment to conflict between workers and employers, whereas the

petitions were based on the assumption of paternalist fairness and
2 harmony. Since petitions and pleas had ceased to occupy a central

1. It will be necessary in this chapter to refer from time to time to 
the trade unions: their history mil be treated more systematically 
in the next chapter.

2. The history of the system of pleas and petitions before and after the 
liberalization of the industry has recently been traced in considerable 
detail by Tenfelde in Sozialgeschichte. The last major attempt to 
secure reforms in this manner was the delegation to the Kaiser in 1889, 
although significantly this took place during the great strike of that 
year. In 1890 miners 1 leaders explicitly rejected the notion of mass 
petitions to secure reforms. G.A, Hitter and K. Tenfelde "Der 
burchbruch der Freien Gewerkschaften Deutschlands zur Kassenbewegung im 
letzen Viertel des 19.Jahrunderts" in H.O. Vetter (ed) Vom Sozialisten- 
gesetz zur Mitbestimmung (KBln, 1975) PP-°3, 8?.
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place within the forms of collective expression used by miners in our 

period, although they did still occur from time to time, we will note 

them only in passing; nevertheless, the broader issue of attempts to 

secure from the state concessions which the employers refused to grant 

will recur.

Mine-workers have commonly been noted for their willingness to strike. 

Strikes were fairly common at Ruhr pits. In the years between 1889 and 

191U, we have records of at least 17 strikes at the mines around Bochum. 

Most were localized and small scale stoppages, affecting anything from 

one to half a dozen mines, and usually blowing over in a few days. 

Others, such as those of 1899 and 190?, could affect a number of mines 

in one district. And there were three "general" strikes, in 1889, 1905 

and 1912, when virtually every mine in the Ruhr was affected.

Historians have generally tended to treat the three large strikes in

2
isolation and to play down or ignore the smaller ones. If, however,

we are to understand the characteristics - including the strengths and 

weaknesses - of miners 1 strikes as such, it is clearly necessary to 

consider the minor as well as the major ones.

Spontaneous outbreaks

An important aspect of the great majority of mining strikes was their 

spontaneous and unplanned nature. They grew out of the frustrations 

of ordinary mine workers, and not from the plans of political or union

1. For the classic international comparison with other occupational 
groups, see Kerr and Siegel "Interindustry Propensity to Strike". 
For a critique of their theory in the case of France, see E. Shorter 
and C. Tilly Strikes in France, 1830-1968 (Cambridge 197U) pp.287-295

2. For two recent examples, see Gladen "Streiks" and Crew Industry and 
Coircnunity chapter VI. An important recent exception is Tenfelde 
Sozialgeschichte, which does not, however, extend beyond 1889.
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leaders. This was not always recognized by the authorities: according 

to the Arnsberg Regienmgs-President the 1889 strike, "was whipped up by 

socialist efforts aiming at the subversion of the existing order in a 

nanner calculated to endanger public peace and particularly the harmony 

between classes". Others saw the hand of the Catholic Ultramontanes

behind the stoppage, and in other strikes too "agitators" were to be

2 held responsible. Nevertheless, the 1889 strike was in practice

entirely spontaneous and unplanned. Prior to the strike there were no 

mass miners' organisations in existence, and the organisations which did
t

exist did not wish to provoke confrontations. The Catholic Johannes 

Fussangel f s Rechtsschutzverein and the more socialist orientated Gliickauf 

societies (led by Ludwig Schrflder) were small and concentrated on semi­ 

legal issues such as insurance provisions, avoiding emotive issues such

as wages, hours and conditions of work. In late 1888 and early 1889

3industrial unrest affected a number of industries and places in Germany.

Nevertheless, the first public discussion of miners 1 wages was at a 

meeting of miners' delegates in January 1889, and even then the issue 

was subordinated to others such as improved medical facilities for miners 

and their families and the establishment of a miners 1 newspaper for the 

whole of Germany. The leaders seem to have deliberately avoided the 

subject of wages, and although at further delegate meetings in March and 

April wages, hours and other immediate issues came to the fore, the

1. StAB, h36, RPA to KLB 29.5.1889.

2. StAB, liUO, KLB to Inter 28.5.1889; StAB, UH1, Die Post 1.9.1889; 
StAB, HICB Jahresbericht 1891/92; StAB, fel, Kfllnische Zeitung 
1.7.1899; >'MA, K2 199, HICB to 1'inister ftir Handel und Gewerbe 19.3.1912,

3. Patter and Tenfelde "Durchbruch der Freien Gewerkschaften" pp.8h-85;
D. Fricke Die deutsche Arbeiterbewegung 186?-1890 (Leipzig, 1961;) p.311.

k. IZF3 Westfalische Arbeiter-Zeitung 19.1.1889.
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initiative appears to have come from below rather than from leaders. 

Talk of the possibility of strike action in pursuance of wage demands 

was met by Schrflder with the argument that the building of a strong 

organisation was more important: with that demands could be iron with­

out the need to actually strike.

T-Jhen icnetheless stoppages in the Ruhr pits did start to take place in 

April and 1-ay 1889, they did so in a random and unco-ordinated manner.

The last days of April saw isolated and short strikes for higher wages
2

at President in Bochum and Wilhelmine Victoria near Gelsenkirchen.

On 2 I'lay there were short stoppages at Friedrich Ernestine and Dahlbusch; 

at Consolidation a red flag was raised - and rapidly removed by the police, 

On Friday 3 Kay the hauliers at Hibernia (near Gelsenkirchen) demanded a 

wage increase of 20 pfennigs a shift, and hauliers and other young miners 

at Rheinelbe und Alma and other pits around the town joined in with 

similar demands. The Hibernia hauliers received no reply to their 

demand and decided not to work the next day, and Ii5 of their colleagues 

at Rheinelbe und Alma were sacked for their impertinence in raising the 

demand at all. This meant that in the evening there were large numbers 

of angry young workers in Gelsenkirchen, and when the police tried to 

clear a tavern it provoked an angry reaction: a street battle developed, 

with the nolice having to seek shelter from stones. Someone fired two 

shots from an upstairs window, hitting no-one, but making the house the 

focus of the crowd's rage. The Dolice had to rescue two young men from 

it under a hail of stones from the crowd. There were then attacks on

1. IGBE, A. Siegel Kein Lebenskampf (unpublished typescript) p.61;.

2. U. Ktillmann and A. Gladen Per Eergarbeiterstreik von 1889 und die 
Grtindung des "Alten Verbands" in ausgewahlten Dokumenten der 2eit 
(Pochun, 1969) p.32; WV7A, HKB Jahresbericht 1888 p.11.
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shops, window breaking, and some shooting. Only at about 11 o'clock 

did the police manage to restore order.

So far the strike had consisted of isolated stoppages at first one mine 

and then another, and had not spread beyond the hauliers and other 

young workers. The riot in Gelsenkirchen effectively marked the start 

of the general strike. The military were called in to restore order, 

and this seems to have acted as a spur to the men - hewers as well as 

hauliers - to stop work at pit after pit. August Siegel, one of the
t

miners' leaders in the Dortmund area, in later years recalled: "Early 

on Konday morning some of the pits in the Dortmund district were already

occupied by the military. At the sight of the soldiers the lads turned
2 back; thus one mine after another came to a standstill."

As the strike spread there were fears amongst some officials and 

observers of intimidation and violence. Some incidents were reported: 

at Julius Fhilipp it was said that miners were being threatened by out­ 

side strikers. The worst violence, however, came from the soldiers: 

at Graf Molkte near Essen three men were shot dead and seven were 

seriously wounded, one of them dying later, after an attack on the pit 

and attempts at sabotage. In Herne a man was shot dead by the police 

after allegedly opening fire at them himself. Outside Bochum a man 

was bayonetted to death after trying to bring in his (miner) son who had

1. Per Ausstand der niederrheinisch-westfalischen Bergleute im 1-,'ai 1889 
(Styrum-3heinland £ Leipzig, 1889) pD.h-5.

2. Siegel I.'ein Lebenskampf pp. 65-66.

3. StAB, h36, Julius Philipu to KLB 9.5.1889.



- 231 -

apparently been involved in an attempted attack on the HerminengliAck 

Liborius pit. In the centre of Bochum itself troops opened fire to 

disperse a crowd and killed two innocent bystanders, who were emerging 

from the main station, and wounded four more. Other incidents were 

reported from other areas.

Despite these violent incidents there appears to have been very little 

intimidation. Strikers toured from-pit to pit, but their appeals to 

those still working to join them were generally accepted without any 

need for threats. The great bulk of the reports to the Bochum Landrat 

emphasised the peaceful nature of the strike. From Stockum on 9 May 

came the telegram: "This morning work stopped at both shafts of Neii

Iserlohn, Siebenplaneten, Borussia and Germania. So far peaceful but

2gendarmes wanted". The semi-official Korddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung

conceded that, with individual exceptions, the strikers "had not left 

the ways of legality". Nor was there any sign that specifically 

socialist agitation played any significant part in spreading the strike, 

nevertheless, despite the lack of organisation and leadership, within a 

few days the stoppage affected virtually every mine and involved an 

overwhelming majority of the mineworkers. By 10 Kay around 81,000 of 

the 115*000 nineworkers in the Ruhr were on strike, and at twelve pits 

around Bochum it was estimated that only 200 of the 9^700 miners had not

1. Der Ausstand po.13-lU; STAI-I, Oberpra~sidium 2828 Bd.2, Oberbiirgerrceister 
Pochum to Cberpr^sident 1'iinster 10,11.5.1 889.

2. SUB, U36, Amt Stockum to KLB 9.5.1889.

3. STAII, Oberpr^sidium 2828 Bd.3, Norddeutsche Allgeneine Zeitung_ 11.5.1889,

li. StAB, h36, Anrt Bochum I to KLB 7.5.1
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joined the stoppage. By 13 Hay over 90,000 miners were out.

It was only when the strike was in full swing that any evident leader­ 

ship emerged. At each pit the strikers met and elected 

delegates to speak for them. The extent of the solidarity behind the 

strike was illustrated by the broad range of political and religious 

backgrounds which the delegates possessed: of 10f> delegates from 

around Bochum U9 were Protestant, ho" were Catholic, and the religion of 

ten was unknown; 2h of then were National Liberals, 32 were Centre
t

Party supporters, 1li were social democrats, one was a "Christian
2socialist" and the politics of the remaining 3h was unknown. They

thus represented a broad cross-section of opinion, and even the National 

liberals - the party of most of the employers in the Ruhr - were well 

represented amongst them.

Central leadership was only established at a conference of strike 

delegates on 10 l!ay when a central strike committee was elected. 

Nevertheless, even then the power of the elected leaders remained 

extremely limited. Johannes Fussangel and Lambert Lensing, two 

radical Catholic newspaper editors, exercised considerable influence on 

events. Of the three delegates who went on 1h Hay to Berlin to inter­ 

cede for the strikers with the Kaiser himself, only one, Fritz Bunte, 

was a member of the strike committee and he was overshadowed by ludwig 

Schrfider who had been active for many years in the Gliickauf miners 1

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p. 139; Ktfllmann and Gladen 
Bergarbeiterstreik pp.70-71•

2. StAB, kliO. The delegates are those from Bochum North and South, 
Herne, Langendreer and I/erne.



- 233 -

association. The three delegates had no formal mandate from the 

strikers, and consulted the old socialist Wilhelm Tfllcke before 

agreeing to go at all. The general lack of organisation thus put 

considerable influence in the hands not of formally elected leaders, 

but of generally respected individuals.

Nevertheless, real power lay not with any "leaders" - not even with the 

delegates - but below, with the strikers themselves. This became 

painfully apparent in the later stages of the strike. On Hay 19 a 

delegate conference held in Bochum decided, against the advice of the 

central strike committee, that the strike should be ended on the basis 

of the employers' "Essen Protocol", but many miners felt cheated and 

refused to return to work. The central strike committee then called 

for the strike to continue, and at a further delegate conference on

Nay 2li, apparently in spite of their own reservations, they supported
2 the calls for further strike action. But by now many pits were already

back at work and others continued to return. On Kay 25 the delegates 

from Holland, FrBhliche Korgensonne, Hannover and Llarianne issued a 

proclamation calling on the men to return to work since the employers 

were fulfilling their promises in the Essen Protocol "in all significant 

points". And the strike, partly for these reasons and partly because 

of increased repression from the authorities, did indeed collapse in the 

next few days. The hesitancy and indecision of the leadership had 

merely reflected their lack of real authority over the miners.

1. Koch Eergarbeiterbewegung pp.36-37; Siegel Ilein Lebenskampf p.70.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp.39-^0;

3. STAI-:, Oberprasidium 2828 Bd.6.
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The 1889 strike was thus an overwhelmingly spontaneous affair, in which 

leaders could ^lay only a severely circumscribed role. later in the 

year a miners' union was formed, providing in permanent form an organisa­ 

tional and leadership structure. Nevertheless, mining strikes in 

subsequent years continued to show the same largely spontaneous 

characteristics, and the initiative continued to lie in nearly every 

case not with "leaders" but with the miners themselves. In January 

1890 a list of demands was made to the employers by the union, but in 

the agitation which took place in the following weeks the men at 

individual pits felt free to put their own, often differing, demands. 

",-Jhen a strike eventually broke out at the end of March it did so in a 

completely unco-ordinated manner, affecting only a handful of pits.

After spreading to some neighbouring mines around Gelsenkirchen and
2Bochum the strike collapsed.

In 1 891 the third important strike attempt in as many years took a 

similar course. In February a list of demands was formulated by a 

central meeting of miners' delegates, and was then circulated for 

discussion at local meetings. But when in April a strike broke out 

:.t did so without any co-ordination or central direction, and seriously 

embarrassed the miners' leaders. The management at Eintracht Tiefbau, 

situated between Essen and Bochum, closed off one of the shafts to 

prevent the nen from leaving work early. On 1 6 April sixty men stopped 

work in protest, and the next day saw a complete cessation of work.

1. The history of the unions will be considered in the next chapter.

2. StAB, h62; Verein fur die bergbaulichen Interessen Die 3ntT7ic]:lttng 
des....Steinkohleribergbaues XII pp.237-238.
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Three strike delegates were elected, and although the local Government 

official agreed to talk with them, the mine management refused to 

recognise them or make any concessions. The strikers called on men 

at neighbouring pits to support them, and on 21 April men from 

Frfthliche Ilorgensonne, Centrum, Hasenwinkel and Friedlicher ilachbar 

came out.

The miners 1 political and union leaders were unhappy T.jith the

2
spontaneous stoppage. The social democratic newspaper commented on

2It April, as the strike spread from pit to pit:

"Coal barons and ultramontanes clearly have an interest in the 
outbreak of a strike: the former to prevent coal prices from 
falling, and the latter to destroy the miners' organisation. 
We repeat our warning to the miners not to follow the siren voices 
of the ultramontanes and the provocation of the coal barons, 
because in present conditions any strike must be regarded as lost 
from the outset". 3

But the next day they had to recognize their powerlessness: "If the 

miners do not listen to well intentioned advice or if they are unable 

to control their bitterness any longer, then all right; let it run 

its course; we cannot prevent it". It was only the next day, 26 

April, that a union delegate meeting gave official support to the 

strike.

By 1891 the leading Catholic miners had left the original union - 

henceforward known as the Alter Verband - and had formed their own rival

1. StAB, U63, Kohle und Sisen 18.2.1891; StAB, hhl, Kttlnische Zeitung 
23.14.1891.

2. IZF, Westfalische Freie Presse 9*5.1891.

3. ibid. 2h.li.l891.

h. ibid. 25.ii.1891.

5. StAB, hh7, Ebctra-Blatt des Rheinisch-Westfalischen Tagesblatts 26.h.1891
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organisation (named Glilckauf). The district between Bochum and Essen 

where the strike started was predominantly Catholic,, and the Catholic 

union leaders had participated in the original February meeting. 

Nevertheless, despite the allegations from the social democrats that 

they were fomenting the stoppage, the Catholic leaders showed them­ 

selves equally unable to control the situation. Anton Fischer, the 

chairman of Gliickauf, at first showed some sympathy for the stoppage, 

but on 26 April issued a statement in the name of the union's executive 

urging the miners to stay at work:

"T;Je are against a strike, and therefore call on the Christian 
miners of the Hhineland-Westphalian coalfield not to stop work.... 
I'Je believe that our demands are justified and can and must be 
implemented. T.fe also know that the present unrest has been 
provoked by the indefensible behaviour of the Eintracht Tiefbau 
management and that it has been exacerbated by social democratic 
agitators - even though the Alter Verband^s paper is now speaking 
against a strike to let others get hurt. We urgently call on 
the Government to implement the reasonable wishes of the miners 
in the forthcoming reform of the mining law". 1

Nevertheless, the Eintracht Tiefbau strikers rejected this appeal and

2on 2? April Anton Fischer himself stopped work at Herkules.

The gloomy prognostications of the various miners' "leaders" were in 

the event fulfilled: the strike reached its peak on 28 April when 

18,000 men (or thirteen per cent of the miners in the Ruhr at the time) 

from 1|5 pits were out, but this was rapidly followed by a large scale 

return to -rorlc under threats of dismissal from the employers. The 

ending of the strike was followed by the sacking of strikers and

1. StAB, hkly Extra-Elatt des Rheinisch-'.Jestfalischen Volksfreund 26.li.169l.

2. StAB, hi!?, Bxrbra-Blatt der Zeifrm.rr der Deutschen Bergleute 28.1;. 1891.
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delegates at many pits. The events of late April 1891 had demonstrated 

again the spontaneous and undisciplined character of mining strikes and 

the difficulties which leaders of all -nolitical persuasions had in 

exercising real authority over them.

The next major strike attempt, that of January 1893, was unusual in that 

it was one of the few miners 1 strikes specifically called for by the 

miners' union leaders. There had "been some agitation in the preceding 

months on the issue of reform of the Khappschaft and the introduction - 

following a Government reform of the mining law - of revised and codified 

Uork Rules for each mine. But the agitation had not looked likely to 

lead to a strike, and there seems no doubt that it was only the outbreak

of a strike in the Saar mines late in 1 892 which made a Ruhr strike a

2serious possibility. Miners' meetings were held in Essen, Gelsenkirchen

and Dortmund on 6 January and there were calls for strike action to 

express solidarity. On Sunday 8 January a delegates' meeting in Bochum 

decided to strike immediately.

This strike too, despite its "official" character, failed to win adequate 

support and ended in complete defeat. On 13 January over 21,000 miners - 

about 1li per cent of the total number in the Ruhr - were on strike, but 

the following day the number had fallen to only 15,600 and by the end of

1. Verein fur die bergbaulichen Interessen Entwicklung des....Steinkohlen- 
bergbaues XII p.239; BA 20/A I.t5>,"Geschichte der Zeche Hannover; 
IZF, Uestfalische Freie Presse 30.U.U'91; StAB, hhl.

2. StAB, UU8, RPA to KLB 31.12.1892; STAK, Cberprasidium 269U Bd.I, 
RPA to Kinister des Innern 8.5.1893.

3. StAB, Ui8, Extra-Platt der Eochumer Zeitung 8.1.1893.
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the second week the strike was virtually over. The stoppage might 

indeed have ended even more speedily but for the very tough attitude 

shown both by the employers and the Government; the former threatened 

that all workers who broke their contracts by staying away from work 

without due notice would be sacked or fined, while the Government 

authorities imposed blanket bans on meetings (an act of doubtful 

legality) and arrested both central and local union leaders. Ifoilst

this intinidated some - the notice given to 200 men at Hibemia led to

2 a large return to work there - it hardened the resistance of others.

The 1 893 strike marked the end of the wave of unrest which affected the 

Ruhr mines in the years after the 1889 strike. The next few years saw 

only isolated stoppages at individual mines. The strikes at Gonstantin 

in 1 896 and at Holland and Osterfeld in 1897 were very much local and 

unplanned affairs, soon over. The next substantial strike occurred 

at the pits around Herne in 1 899, and once again the pattern of 

spontaneous and unplanned militancy was shown.

The 1899 strike was preceded by very little agitation. The social 

democrats had been campaigning against the Government's Zuchthausvorlage, 

an issue which played absolutely no part in the strike. There had been 

rumours that during a recent Belgian miners' strike coal from Herne had 

been sent to help out the affected pits, but this was probably untrue. 

Only a week before the strike broke out the Herne branch of the Alter

1. StAB, lihQ, Aus stands -Journal.

2. WA, HKB Jahresbericht 1892 p.12; StAB, kl|8.

3. STAM, RA I 71,, KLB to HPA 2U.U.1 896; StAB, 1,79, RPA to Minister des 
Innern 9.11.1897.
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Yerband had made an excursion to the Ruhr valley to enjoy the scenery 

amid "singing and beer". On the other hand a number of mines in the 

area were in the process of raising or considering raising the wages 

of the hauliers and other young workers, and this seems to have raised 

sensitivity to questions of the pay packet.

The strike was sparked off by an increase in the Knappschaft 

contributions of young workers. On June 22, the pay day for the month 

of 1-lay, many workers found that their wage increases were eliminated 

or that their wages actually fell as a result: the position was 

particularly bad since 1-Iay 1899 contained five Mondays and therefore 

unusually high deductions. There was much grumbling, and the next 

day many workers stayed away from work. This in itself was not an

unusual occurrence after a pay day, but in the following days the number

2not working increased. 1'ost of those staying away from work were

Poles, and the reason seems to have been that they saw particularly 

little merit in higher Khappschaft contributions: many Poles saw them­ 

selves as only temporary visitors to the west and were more interested 

in immediate cash than in longer term insurance entitlement.

The strike lasted, for a week and affected about ten mines. Sven at the

1. IZF, Volksblatt 6.6.1899, 1?. 6. 1899; StAB, U£1 , General Anzeiger, 
Dortmund £.7.1899.

2. StAB, Ji£l, Hhein.-'-7estfaiische Zeltrng n.d.

3. StAB, U£1, Kdlnische Zeitimg 2(?).7.1899. His trust between Poles and 
Germans had built up earlier in the year over the obligatory use of the 
German language. C. Idessmann "IGLassensolidaritat und nationales 
Bewusstsein. Das Verhaltnis zwischen der Polnischen Bemfsvereinigung 
(ZZP) und den deutschen Bergarbeitergewerkschaften in Phihrgebiet 1902- 
1923" in Internationale wissenschaftliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte 
der deutschen ' Arbeiterbewegmig. (Juni 197k, Heft 2) p. 159.



pits affected the stoppage was far from complete, and there were some 

violent incidents as police tried to protect would-be workers from the 

fury of the strikers. In the worst clash - in the centre of Kerne - 

three people were shot dead by the police. Only on June 29, a 

Catholic holiday, was the stoppage complete, and after a week the 

strikers returned to work.

The strike was opposed by all shades of political opinion. The leaders 

of the Alter Verband, the main miners 1 union, heard nothing of it until 

June 2li, two days after the dispute started:

"This proves that our union had nothing to do with the origin of 
the stoppage. Organised workers did not originate the strike, 
since our members would immediately have got into contact with the 
union HQ / in Bochum_7, which they could have done quickly on the 
tram. Tvhenever there is a conflict in some mine or other in 
Lower Saxony, Saxony, mid-Germany or the Ruhr we learn of it very 
quickly, even when only a small part of the work force is 
organised". 2

Ludwig Schrdder attempted on 25 June at a public meeting in Herne to 

appeal for a return to work; following the closure of the meeting by 

the police he issued his appeal through the union's paper. The social 

democrats also called for an end to the strike: their Dortmund paper

commented:

"Organised workers would have recognised immediately that a rise in 
Kha-Tpschaft contributions was not to be dealt with by means of a 
strike, since it is not within the power of the mines to implement 
changes in this matter. Organised workers would not have started 
a wage struggle so unprepared. Not so the Poles. Their poverty 
of speech and unschooled itellect show them no way out of their 
troubles other than the work stoppage and violence". 3

1. StAB, IlarlzLscher Sprecher 28.6.1899.

2. STAII, Landratsamt Gelsenlcirchen $3, Deutsche Eerg- und Hiittenarbeiter 
Zeitung 8.7.1899.

3. STAII, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen 53, Rheinisch-.vestfalische Arbeiter 
Zeitung 28.6.1899.
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The Bochum socialist paper took the same line:

"Unorganised Polish miners, with only partial mastery of our 
language, imported by the employers and their agents in thousands, 
have created a strike situation...Social Democracy has no 
advantage from the ill-considered actions of these unorganised 
people, and we fully supnort the appeal of the leadership of the 
German 1-iineworkers f Union who call urgently for the strikers to 
return to work". 1

Polish nationalist and Centre leaders also opposed the stoppage. The 

meeting which Schro'der was to have addressed on 25 June was also to have 

heard an appeal from Szczotkowski, a leading nationalist. The 

nationalists were particularly concerned to avoid violence: "In these 

cases only calm can bring the miners their hoped for wage increases. 

Anything which might contribute to disturbing the calm should therefore

be avoided, and the best way to ensure this is to stay at home instead
2 of standing around curiously on the streets". They issued a direct

appeal for calm, motivated, no doubt, by the very bad name which the
3 Poles were winning amongst Germans. Although they sympathised with

some of the strikers' aims, and bitterly rejected the unkind 

characterizations of the Poles in which sections of the German press 

indulged, the nationalists were embarrassed by the whole affair. The 

Centre Party too was thrown into considerable embarrassment: they 

usually counted on Polish votes in elections, yet there were reports 

that the Dortmund party was considering a programme "for civilizing" the 

Poles; one Westphalian party leader was reported to have declared: "Do

1. IZF, Volksblatt 29.6.1899; see also Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus

2. StAB, U£0, Wiarus Polski 1.7. 1899.

3. Quoted in H. l-ISnnich Aufbruch ins Revier. Aufbruch nach Suropa. 
Hoesch 1871-1971 (Dortmund, 1971) p.lbB.
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me a favour, fellows, and don ! t greet me in Herne; I will be pleased 

to see you again when we have elections". Whether the story is 

apocryphal or not, it does suggest the discomfort of the Centre in the 

face of these actions of their actual or potential supporters.

The Herne strike caused particular controversy and concern because of 

the prominent role of the Polish miners. Nevertheless, this should 

not blind us to the fact that in its spontaneous and disorganised 

origin it was typical of the great majority of Ruhr miners 1 strikes. 

Above all it was the action of the miners themselves - or at least some 

of them - taken without the encouragement of their organisations and 

even against their advice.

The largest strike of all - that of 1905 - showed the same characteristic, 

It started at Eruchstrasse, situated at langendreer, to the east of 

Bo chum. Hugo Stinnes had recently bought the mine and his attempts to 

introduce a nore dynamic management style soon produced conflicts. In

August 1 90h it was alleged that KneDper, the new manager put in by

2Stinnes, wanted to lengthen the shift. In llovember there were com­ 

plaints that ITullen was being practiced too vigorously. At a miners' 

meeting on 2? llovenber there were bitter complaints about fines, 

deductions and general conditions. It was felt that the Alter Verband 

was not talcing sufficient action and a strong resolution was passed:

1. StAB, I£1, Kainische Zeitung iu7-1899.

2. StAB, U55, Amt Langendreer to KLB 28.1J905.

3. Hue Bergarbeiter Bd.II p.583.
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"Today ! s meeting strongly condemns the behaviour of the executive 
of the German Kineworkers' Union in regard to the present conditions 
of work, and calls on them, if these conditions persist, to resort 
to the ultimate weapon, the strike. For their part those^present 
commit themselves to ensure that every last miner is organised and 
to agitate more than hitherto for the union". 1

There was thus already a considerable degree of discontent when on

1 December the management announced that because of major construction

work winding time would take longer, with the effect that the overall

time spent at the pit would be extended by an hour a day, with no
<•)

additional payment. At this the men refused to work, and elected a

commission, including Husemann, the Bo chum area union official, to 

negotiate. An appeal to the Royal Mines Office produced a ruling that 

a month's notice had to be given before the shift length could be 

extended. Even so, it was only with difficulty that Husemann and the 

commission persuaded a meeting of over 1,000 Bruchstrasse miners that 

the strike should be ended. They eventually agreed to return to work

on 7 December, but kept the commission in readiness for any renewed

3
attempt to lengthen the shift.

Before the end of December, however, the management made it clear that 

they intended to increase the winding time from 1 February. The 

Christlicher Gewerkverein (as the Catholic miners 1 union was now known), 

the Polish miners 1 union (which had been founded in 1902) and Husemann

1. IZF, Bergarbeiter Zeitung 17.12.190h. An SPD meeting in Langendreer 
t*ro days later saw.more expressions of discontent over conditions at 
Bruchstrasse: StAB, U55, Amt Tangendreer to KLB 28.1.1905.

2. StAB, h56, Arrt Langendreer to KLB 1.l2.l90h.

3. IZF, Bergarbeiter Zeitung 10.12.190h, 17-12.190U.
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for the Alter Vcrnand assured the miners of their support if it

should come to a strike, since a lengthened winding time -would inevitably

open the door to a general increase in working hours. On 7 January,

after it had become clear that there was no possibility of reaching

2 agreement, the entire Bruchstrasse labour force stopped work.

The unions now sought to localize the stoppage to Bruchstrasse, On the 

same day that the Bruchstrasse men decided to strike Ludwig Schrftder 

spoke in Baukau, urging the men at other pits to stay at work. Two 

days later he and other unionists spoke in Werne:

"All the movement's leaders, especially the union vice-chairman 
Schrtider, did their best to restrain those present from striking, 
so that the Bruchstrasse strike could be energetically prosecuted. 
In the end it was decided to work today. But when the decision 
was announced there were so many cries of !¥e strike anyway 1 , and 
'We won j t let ourselves be led any more up the garden pathj' that 
it seemed quite possible that the strike will hit the Werne pits 
this r.orning 11 . h

On 9 January the leaders of the four unions (the fourth was the small, 

liberal, Hirsch-Doncker union ) met and issued an appeal to the miners 

generally to stay at work. Nevertheless, despite the appeals, the 

strike spread. On 11 January Vollmond, which was situated near 

Bruchstrasse, came out and the next day other neighbouring pits - lieu 

Iserlohn, Heinrich Gustay, Amalia and Wallfisch were affected. In 

fact it was estimated that nearly a quarter of all the Ruhr miners were 

out. A conference of delegates from throughout the Ruhr met in Essen

1. StAB, U56, Ant Tangendreer to KLB 27.12.190U; Folizei Kommissar 
Dortnund to HPA 1.1.1905.

2. StAB, Ij56, Amt Langendreer to KLB 7.1.1905.

3. StAB, h56, press cutting.

h. StAB, L56, Ant Langendreer to KLB 9-1.1905.

5. StAB, U56, Amt Langendreer & Amt "-feme to KLB 12.1.1905.
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on the same day and formulated a series of demands to the employers; 

they appealed to those men still at work to remain there until the 

demands were answered. This appeal too fell on deaf ears, the strike 

spread rapidly, reaching a peak on 19 January when ?8 per cent of the

2 Ruhr miners were out.

The 1905 strike -was thus a further dramatic illustration of the 

tendency of Ruhr mining strikes to Break out without official support 

and even against the advice of the "leaders". As Hermann Sachse, the 

Chairman of the Alter Verband, declared at the Essen conference on 12

January: "If anyone has fought against a general strike with all their

3power, it is us". Other delegates claimed that there was no question

of persuading the miners to stay at work. Graf, a delegate from Herne, 

gave a dramatic account of the difficulties he faced:

"ComradesI I come from the Herne district and must explain here 
that if today's conference - and the comrades there have set their 
hopes on today's conference - if this conference now were to 
declare that we are not to continue the strike, that we want to try 
to bring the comrades to return to work, comrades, I would not go 
there and tell them that. I am quite certain of that. I would 
not be able to do it, I would be torn down from the platform. I 
have tried to keep the comrades at work, I have told them they will 
get not a pfennig support if they strike; but this has not bothered 
them at all. They simply said, 'It has gone on long enough 1 ", h

There can be little doubt, in view of the speed with which the strike 

spread, that his account was reasonably accurate.

The union leaders had reasons, of course, for their caution. At Neu

1 . Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung: p. 90.

2. E. Jlingst "Der Ausstand der Eergarbeiter vom i:grz 1912 in statistischer 
Darstellung" in Gliickauf 29.6.1912, p.l

3. StAB, 1£6, reports of Essen conference 12.1. 1905. 

h. ibid.
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Iserlohn Husemann had to defend them: "The executive has been accused

of cowardice, but they have only done what was in the interests of the
•i 

organisation and the comrades". We will return to the Question of

union aims and tactics in the next chapter. T/Jhat is significant in the 

present context is the decidedly "unofficial" character of the strike in 

its early phase. It was only on January 15, after the employers 

rejected the unions 1 demands, that the strike was given official backing.

2 The course of the strike is well known. The employers refused to

negotiate with the unions' joint organising committee, the "Commission 

of Seven", so they appealed to the Government instead. There was a 

great deal of public sympathy for the strikers, encouraged "by the absence 

of violence, and the Government were willing to see a compromised On 

2? January, to the indignation of the employers, the Government 

announced that they were willing to revise the mining laws, limiting 

overtime and the length of the shift and providing for compulsory 

workers' committees, the abolition of Hullen, and limits on fines. These 

concessions and a subsequent promise from the Government of further 

discussions if the men returned to work, combined with the inability of 

the unions to support nearly 200,000 men and their families, led the 

Commission of Seven to recommend in early February that the strike be 

ended. A delegate meeting on 9 February agreed by 165 votes to 5, and 

despite protests from some who wanted to continue the strike the vast 

majority of the miners returned, to work the following week. This time

1. IZF, Bergarbeiter Zeitung 21.1.1905.

2. See Koch Bergarbeiterbewegungj Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik; Gladen 
"Streiks"; D. Fricke Per Bergarbeiterstreik von l9Q!TlBerlin-Ost,
1955).

3. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.93-
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at least the union leaders were reasonably in tune with the miners.

The miners' union showed its hostility towards unofficial strikes once 

again in 1907. In Nay of that year the hauliers and other young 

workers at a number of pits north of Bochum came out on strike. The 

Alter Verband opposed the strike, on the grounds that a stoppage by a 

group of largely unorganised workers had no chance of success. At a 

meeting after the strike had lasted for a week the local union 

representative, Wilhelm IJaterkotte, declared:

"In future such putsches must be avoided. An unorganised mass 
cannot achieve anything against the mine administration. Stoppages 
must not occur again without previous consultation with the 
organisations. Those who have now simply stopped work without any 
consideration must bear the consequences." 2

It was only the intervention of two other union men which prevented the 

meeting from adopting a resolution which merely condemned the hauliers. 

The eventual resolution rejected their precipitate action, but also 

criticized the pit managements:

"Bearing in mind the large company profits and the rises in the cost
of living, the meeting regards the hauliers' demands as justified,
but rejects the methods adopted of striking without being organised
or consulting the unions. The meeting condemns the behaviour of
the management, who in order to preserve their dominance (Herrenstandonnkt)
answered the justified demands with sackings and fines. The meeting
recommends the workers to join the existing organisations in order
successfully to prosecute the economic struggle". 3

On this occasion, like earlier ones, a group of spontaneous strikers had 

acted independently of their official leaders, and even against their 

advice.

1 * Fricke greatly exaggerates the opposition to the call for a return to 
work. Prom 75 per cent on 9 February, the proportion of Ruhr miners 
away from work was down to 3 5 per cent on Saturday 11 February, 13 per 
cent on llonday 13 February and under one per cent on 16 February. 
Technical reasons accounted for some of the delay. Fricke Bergarbeiter- 
streik pp.l39ff; Jiingst "Der Ausstand der Bergarbeiter" p.lOhli.

2. STAM, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen UO, Eickel police report 17.5.1907.

3. ibid.



The last major strike -which affected the Ruhr coal field before the 

outbreak of war differed from most of those -which we have so far 

considered in that it was deliberately called by three of the four 

miners' unions. The first suggestion that the unions should unite to 

prosecute a joint wage claim came from the Alter Verband in the autumn 

of 1910, but was rejected by the Gewerkverein• In October 1911 a 

joint meeting was held between all four unions, and Otto Hue for the 

Alter Verband argued that the spring of 1912 would provide good 

conditions for a wage demand, particularly since the English miners 

looked like striking then. The Gewerkverein again opposed the idea, 

and with the Reichstag election of January 1912 imminent the matter was 

postponed. In February 1912 a further joint meeting was held at T-rfiich 

the Gewerkverein again opposed any campaign on wages, at least until the 

employers had had a chance to implement the increases which they were 

promising for the next few months. The Alter Verband, supported by the 

Poles and the Hirsch-Doncker union, decided to go ahead anyway, and sent 

demands first to the employers 1 federation and then to the individual 

mines: they called for wage increases, the eight-hour shift inclusive of 

journey time, and other reforms. Meetings were held and leaflets issued 

in sunport of the demands - which, it was clear, irould be rejected. The 

Gewerkverein once again expressed its opposition to the campaign, but on 

7 Farch the other unions decided that a strike should be called for 

11 Karch. 1

The strike started well, with half the miners away from work on the first

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.l2lff.; A. Gladen "Die Streiks der 
Bergarbeiter im Ruhrgebiet in den Jahren 1889, 1905 und 1912" in 
Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegung p.1l;1ff; Hue Eergarbeiter II p.6oOif; 
IGEE, AI 21, Verband Deutscher Bergarbeiter Jahresbericht 1911/1912.
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day, and over 61 per cent on the third. Since the three striking 

unions' combined membership in the Ruhr was little more than a quarter 

of the mineworkers, it is clear that the strike call had mobilized many 

thousands of non-unionists and even perhaps a number of Gewerkverein 

members. The Gewerkverein, however, continued to oppose the strike, 

instructed its umbers to stay at work, and even called on the Government 

to provide military protection for those wanting to work. The deep 

division between the striking unions and the Gewerkverein was reflected 

in conflicts amongst the miners themselves, and there were a considerable 

number of violent incidents between strikers and non-strikers - a fact

which the employers and their sympathisers used to the maximum to win
2 public support. A Government attempt to conciliate having been

rejected by the three unions before the strike began, the authorities 

decided that non-strikers should now be given the maximum protection, 

and introduced the military. In a situation where the miners were 

already deeply divided (unlike 1889) this show of strength appears to 

have encouraged those who were reluctant to strike to return to work and 

to have discouraged the strikers. By the end of the first week only 

around half of the miners were still out, and in the second week the 

strike ebbed from day to day. On 19 Karch a delegate conference of the 

three striking unions decided to call the stoppage off, and by 22 1-Iarch 

it was over.

The 1912 stoppage - the third "general" strike affecting mines throughout

1 • Union membership figures for the Ruhr are printed in ICLessnann 
"KLassensolidaritat" p.l£h.

2. T7ITA, K2 199, Verein fiir die berbaulichen Interessen j'.-qsschr eitrji/ren 
•Streikender und Belasti.rqin^en von Arbeitswilliqcn in Ifrihrrevier.

3. Koch BergarbeiterbeweRung pp. 127-128, 1li6.



the Ruhr - thus differed considerably from the majority of miners' 

strikes in that it was deliberately called and was not a spontaneous 

stoppage. Only tiro pits experienced unofficial stoppages before the 

official strike call was issued, Kaiserstuhl and Scharnhorst, both in 

the Dortmund area. At both pits the men stopped work on h 1 larch, but 

while those at Scharnhorst stayed out the Kaiserstuhl men were success­ 

fully persuaded by the unions to return to work until the official 

strike began. When the strike was called it started smoothly and 

uniformly, with over half the miners stopping work on the same day. 

All this was in complete contrast to 1889 and 1905, when first one mine 

and then another came out, in 1889 without any organisation and in 1905> 

in clear defiance of them. The very fact that the appeals of the 

Gewerkverein not to strike found such wide response was in complete 

contrast to 1905> when similar appeals were largely ignored.

nevertheless, the 1893 and 1912 strikes were the only ones which started 

in a deliberate planned way. All the rest were essentially spontaneous 

stoppages, starting without reference to or even against the advice of

official leaders. They spread by groups of strikers touring from pit to
2pit and where possible persuading their colleagues to join them. In the

great majority of cases only a few pits actually joined in the stoppage, 

but on two occasions spontaneous strikes spread throughout the coal field. 

Clearly such strikes were the product of widespread and deeply felt 

concerns. To understand them it is necessary to look more closely at

1. Hue Bergarbeiter II p.710,

'. Lucas compares this procedure, TThich also appeared during the rdners' 
strikes after 1918, with peascnt actions in the 16th century: T r.cas 
Arbeiterradikalisinus p.l8h.
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their pattern and the issues -which the^r raised.

Strikes and the trade cycle

One revealing characteristic of miners' strikes was their close relation­ 

ship with the trade cycle. The virtual absence of marked cyclical 

fluctuations in the industry in the first half of the nineteenth century 

may have "been an important underlying cause of the industrial peace and 

the absence of strikes which marked those years. In the second half 

of the century, however, cyclical fluctuations became one of the major 

characteristics of the industry, and up si-Tings were increasingly 

punctuated by strikes.

The first significant strikes occurred in 1868 and especially 18?2, 

-•Then the strike wave affected a number of pits in the Essen-Bochum 

district and lasted over four weeks; both were years of prosperity 

and the second came as the great boom which accompanied the foundation 

of the German state reached its height. During the ensuing depression

years, however, strikes to defend miners' living standards, even against

2 very serious attack, were few and relatively insignificant. The

Bochum Chamber of Commerce's report for 188? was typical of these years:

"Relations between workers and employers in our district....have in 
general been very satisfactory. There have been no significant 
disputes and equally few stoppages of any extent. Some newspapers 
have set about the systematic destruction of the good relations 
which exist between workers and employers, but have had little success 
The overwhelming majority of the workers understand very well that 
such agitation is by no means truly concerned with the :rorkers ! 
wellbeing but rather has party political aims, and that with very

1. This was illustrated by the absence of serious unrest amongst the 
rd.ners in 1 81|8,

2. Tenfelde Sozialseschichte pp.50l-5lb, 629-633.
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few exceptions the employers of our district are much more concerned 
for the well-being of their workers than are the unscrupulous 
agitators...." 1

From 1888, however, the economic climate improved and demand for coal 

and steel increased. This in turn seems to have made the miners less 

able to "understand" their employers' concern for their wellbeing, for 

it was in the spring of 1889 that the first great strike occurred. 

The boom of 1 888 to 1891, as we have seen, was accompanied by a quite 

unprecedented level of labour unrest, with a major strike in the spring 

of three consecutive years and some more limited ones and threats of 

strikes in the intervening periods. After 1891, however, the boom 

ended and there were several years of relative depression. vJith the 

exception of the strike of 1 893 - which was deliberately called and not 

spontaneous like the majority of miners' strikes - industrial peace 

returned to the Ruhr coalfield in these years. The upswing of 1896 to 

1901 was accompanied by a number of local strikes and the important 

Herne strike in 1899. The ending of the boom in 1902 was accompanied 

by reduced earnings and some lay-offs, but the miners' discontent was 

not expressed in work stoppages: at Holland in April 1902 union

leaders successfully persuaded the men not to strike when changes in

p the shift arrangements were proposed." In Hay forty hauliers stopped

work at KG"nig Ludwig, near Recklinghausen, but all except five were back 

at work in two days, and the five were promotly sacked. This seems to

1. T-JVJA, HKB Jahresbericht 188?.

2. StAB, U80, RPA to Kinister des Innern 2h.11.1902.

3. StAB, U6U, RPA to KLB U.5.1902; 7.5.1902.
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have been the extent of strike action in protest at -what were 

significant cuts in the miners 1 standard of living.

The next boon, which lasted from 1903 to 1907, was accompanied by 

further strikes, most notably the second "general" strike, in 1905>. 

The ending of the boom in 1908 was again accompanied by reduced 

earnings, but once again there were virtually no strikes. In February 

1908 union members in Hordel discussed striking against the wage cuts, 

but nothing further was heard of it. In March, when the management 

of the General pit in ITeitmar announced a second wage cut in two months, 

39 hauliers immediately stopped work and the next day some 60 hauliers 

and pony minders refused to work. They elected a delegation to 

negotiate, but the chief overman and pit manager refused to talk until 

they had returned to work. The older workers did not join the stoppage, 

and the local union official called on the youths to resume their work. 

The day after the strike began they went back to work without any con­ 

cessions, and no-one gave notice when the threatened wage cuts were
2implemented the following month. A similarly brief and futile stoppage

•D

by some hauliers occurred at President on 20 Karch.

These minor rumblings appear to have been the only attempts, in the 

Bochum area at least, to use the strike weapon against the cuts in living 

standards which followed the ending of the economic boom. It was only

1. StAB, h6h, Ant Hordel to KLB 5.2.1908.

2. StAB, U6U, Ant Weitmar to KLB 16, 17, 18.3.1908; 1ISG, Volksblatt 
16, 17, 18.3.1908; StAB, h51i, Amt Weitmar to KLB 8.k

3. IISG, Volksblatt 20.3.1908.
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with the inproved economic conditions Tjhich began to return from 1910 

that strikes appeared to be a serious possibility again. It is from 

that year, as we have seen, that the discussions between the various 

unions which eventually led to the 1912 strike began.

"•Jhile strikes were scattered over much of the period under review they 

thus occurred predominantly in periods of economic boom conditions. 

This indeed was sometimes adduced by employers as evidence of the 

unscrupulous cynicism of strikers. The Bochum Chamber of Commerce

called the 1889 irage demands "completely unjustified" on the grounds
2 

that in the previous year wages had risen rather more than coal prices.

Dr. Schulz, the Bochum representative in the Prussian House of Deputies, 

declared that the inquiry which followed the strike had shown that "need"
o

was not the cause. The management of the Hibernia pit tried in 1899 

to persuade the young strikers to return to work by pointing out that 

their pay had risen by over twenty per cent since 1893. Historians 

have also been keen to deny that economic need lay at the root of the 

strikes:

"Even less than in 1889 can one say that it was a current general 
economic need, "hich drove the miners to strike in 1905>. Against 
this argunent one can observe that the strike broke out at a time 
when wares were rising". 5>

1 . The main economic booms from 1 888 onwards were accompanied by strike 
waves affecting other coal fields and other industries both in Germany 
and in Europe generally: see Hitter r.nd Tenfelde "Durchbruch der 
Preien Gewerkschaften" pp.8h-8£; Schofer Formation of a modern labor 
force pp. 1f?6-15>8; Shorter and Tilly Strikes in France chapter V; 
Hobsbawn labouring Ken*

2. ;f;/A, HKB Jahresbericht 1888 p.11.

3. Speech 13.li.l890, printed in Per Eergarbeiter-Ausstand des Jahres 1889 
1m preussischen Abgeordnetenhause (Bssen, 1890).

k- Gliickauf 8.7.1899 p.581.

5. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.8>.
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Kdllmann observes:

"This strike /~1905__7 also broke out, like that of 1889, at a time 
when^ the living and working conditions of the miners were not 
getting noticeably worse. It was not econonic need but a series 
of the most various factors which led even in 190h to a steadily 
rising excitement, which came to expression in the 1905 strike". 1

The most systematic discussion of the theory that "misery" was the chief 

cause of miners' strikes is that by Grew, who concludes:

"Strikes did not break out when wages hit the bottom of a low trough, 
as the misery theory might lead us to expect. Indeed, both the 
1889 and 1912 strikes occurred after income had been steadily 
improving^for a long time. The 1905 strike followed a sharp, but 
only partial relapse of wages which were recovering from a. far more 
serious low reached in 1903. Thus, miners struck when their 
economic situation was improving, or, more rarely, when the prospect 
of improvement seemed suddenly threatened, but not when material* 
deprivation was greatest". 2

It is clearly the case that miners 1 strikes did not stem from "misery", 

if by that we imply that they took place when the miners were worst off, 

Nevertheless, when we come to analyse the issues raised by strikers we 

shall see that this does not dispose of the very real and pressing 

econonic factors behind the strikes. The very existence of such a 

marked pattern linlcing strikes with economic booms - particularly when 

the strikes were overwhelmingly unplanned and spontaneous in their 

nature - suggests that important economic factors were indeed at work.

The issues raised by strikers

The demands nade by strikers offer an irroortant key to understanding

the nature of mining strikes in the Ruhr and the problemswhich underlay

1 . !•!. K8llmann "Die Geschichte der Bergarbeiterschaft" in 17. Forst (ed) 
Mirgeblet und IJeues Land (Kflln, 1968) p.8?.

2. Crew Indus try and Community pp. 301-307. Average wages levelled off 
but do not appear to have fallen significantly before the 1905 strike 
Koch Eergarbeiterbewegung p.1h9.
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then. An element of symbolism nay be present, of coiirse, in strike 

demands so that they cannot necessarily be taken entirely at their face 

value as an accurate reflection of the strikers 1 real concerns. Never­ 

theless, it is likely that this element mil be considerably reduced in 

disorganised and spontaneous stoppages such as those characteristic of 

the Ruhr mines; and the symbolic or formal element is likely to affect 

the precise terms of the demand rather than the basic issues raised. 

VJhen the same issues are raised again and again by unorganised groups 

of strikers it seems fair to attach considerable weight to them as a
t

reasonable indication of the concerns which were uppermost in the 

strikers 1 minds.

On many occasions the miners stopped work first and only set about
2formulating demands later. This happened at Neu Iserlohn in 1889.

In Karch 1 890 men at Dahlhausen Tiefbau refused to work, but did not 

explain what it was they wanted. They were told to go home if they 

would not work, and it was only later that the local union officer, 

Weber, explained that the men were not satisfied with an announcement 

that wages would be increased from 1 July and instead wanted them 

raised immediately. T.-Jhen the Hannover men joined the 1891 strike 

thev gave no reasons. l Similarly in 1899 the Kfllnische Zeitung

1. Shorter and Tilly suggest, "the poorest way of knoiiing what workers
want in strikes is to go by what they say they want". '.Jhile correctly 
warning that strike demands need careful interpretation, they are surely 
wrong simply to dismiss this iiroortant evidence, particularly if it 
shows internal consistency and can be explained by reference to other 
factors (e.g. the trade cycle). Shorter and Tilly Strikes in France p.66,

2. StAB, Ii36, Nen Iserlohn to KLB 9.£.1889.

3. StAB, It62, landrat Hattingen to RPA 1.3.1890.

k. BA, 20/AL5 "Geschichte der Zeche Hannover".
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reported:

"The Polish workers do not give any notice, they put no demands, 
they give no real reasons for their behaviour, they simply do 
not work and thus - bastal This is an example of the impudence 
and the quiet stupidity -which accompanies all Polish affairs.... 
They do not know what they want". " 1

In 1905 the nen at Carl Friedrich Erbstollen stopped work on 10

January, but their spokesmen gave no reasons other than solidarity with
2 the Bruchstrasse men; their own demands were only formulated later.

This lack of articulation is not surprising in view of the sudden and 

unplanned nature of many strikes. Nevertheless, in virtually all 

strikes demands were made either at the very beginning or after a short 

delav.

The 1889 strike started with calls for higher wages. At President 

the men stopped work when a request for a 20 per cent pay increase was 

rejected; at Franziska Tiefbau a deputation of three hewers called for 

a 30 per cent increase, and when it was refused the men declined to 

start work. As the strike got underway more detailed demands were 

formulated. The Bochum Landrat reported that at most of the meetings 

the chief demands were for wage increases of 20 to 25 per cent and the 

eight-hour shift inclusive of winding time; the other demands were 

"relatively minor side-issues". l At Shamrock, Constantin and Lqthrin^en 

demands were raised for a general 20 per cent wage increase; at Hannibal 

only 15 per cent was called for; at Hasenwinhel too there were demands

1. StAB, U51, KSlnische Zeitung 2(?).7.1899-

2. STAI,, Cberbergamt Dortmund 18iO> Bergrevier Hattingen to Cbcrbergamt 
10.1.1905.

3. StAB, h36, Frasident to KLB 7.5.1889, Pfirgermeister fatten to KLB———————o

It. SUB, »-36, kXB to HPA 11.5.1889.
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for higher pay, and those who made them were sacked; at Backer 3iul.de 

20 per cent was demanded. The north Bo chum Antmann reported that 

the miners in his district were demanding the eight-hour shift 

inclusive of winding time, wage increases of 15 per cent and the 

delivery of timber to the coal face; the Hannover men were also
o

demanding a limit to overtime working. At a meeting of the Hibernia 

miners demands were made for a general 15 per cent pay increase with 

specified averages for the various grades of worker, the eight-hour 

shift inclusive^of winding time, the delivery of timber to the coal 

face, restrictions on fines and more information about them, specific 

dates for the fixing of piece-rate agreements, the abolition of over­ 

time and the abolition of Sunday work. At Siebenplaneten the demands 

were for higher wages, the inclusive eight-hour shift, abolition of

overtime except in emergency, and a free truck of coal per month for

3 every married miner. At virtually all the Gelsenkirchen meetings

the demands were for "15 per cent increases of all wages and the eight- 

hour shift inclusive of winding time".

The issues of higher wages and shorter hours thus dominated over all 

other demands. T.Tnen the three strikers' delegates had their audience 

with the Kaiser they emphasized particularly the latter issue: Ludwig 

Schrttder explained to the Kaiser, "T-Je demand what we have inherited from

1. StAB, Iili2, Complaints of workers to commission of inquiry, summer 1889.

2. StAB, )'36, Ant Bochum I to KLB 7.5.1

3. Per Ausstand der nied.errheinisch-westfalischen Bergleute im Mai j[889 
pp.20, 31.

li. STAJ., Oberprasidium 2828 Bd.2, Landrat Gelsenkirchen to Oberprasident 
9.5.1889.
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our fathers, namely the eight-hour shift. We attach no importance to 

wage increases." This last statement appears to contrast rather 

sharply with the evident importance of the wages issue in precipitating 

the strike.

The issues which had been raised in 1889 reappeared again and again in 

subsequent disputes. In January 1890 the newly formed, miners' union 

sent a list of demands to the employers: 

1 . General wage increases of 50 per cent.

2. Sight-hour shifts including winding time: "as long as the length 

of the shift is not exactly eight-hours this will remain a constant 

source of dispute".

3. No overtime shifts except in case of emergency: "the present

practice of mine officials calling upon hauliers, officials, pony 

minders, repair workers etc. to work overtime shifts is a form of 

indirect pressure and leads to persistent conflicts".

iu Abolition of Kohlenabauge - the system whereby hewers were prevented

from earning excessively high wages.

25. "Jages to be paid four times monthly instead of twice.

In the subsequent agitation before the strike of April 1890 these demands 

were frequently modified at miners' meetings. Nevertheless, the basic 

issues were commonly the same: wage increases were virtually always 

demanded in one form or another; at some pits the demand was for more for 

the lower paid, while at others minimum wages for the various categories

1. Wl-IA, HKB Jahresbericht 1888 p.1lu

2. SUB, h62.
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of worker was the goal. The eight-hour shift was another common 

demand. The l!ullen system was criticised: a meeting of delegates 

from Gonstantin, Shamrock, Hannibal and Hannover demanded that the 

discounting of "impure" trucks should be supervised by a workers 

committee, and the Carolinenglilck men made the sane demand. The 

VolTjnond men called for the delivery of timber to the coal face, 

separate cages for men and ponies, the abolition of all fines and 

permission to hold meetings on mine property in addition to minimum 

wages for hewers. At some mines the position of the miners' delegates 

was raised: at General, Constantin, and perhaps other pits the manage­ 

ment were called on to recognise them as the miners' official
1representatives with the right to speak on their collective behalf.

1 891 saw many of the same demands. In February the local union chairman

in Herne declared that demands should be put to the owners again, with
2the emphasis on shorter hours and higher wages. Two weeks later a

delegate meeting drew up a list of demands, calling for the eight-hour 

shift including mnding time, no overtime without the permission of 

workers' committees, abolition of naximum earnings restrictions and the 

introduction of workers' regulation of Nullen, general wage increases, 

the reinstatement of sacked workers, no further sackings without the 

perrdssion of workers' committees, and more workers' control of the 

Ifoa.rYDscha.ft. Here all the old demands reappeared, with the exception

1. StAB, l±62; StAB, ho1, Constantin delegates to Zeche C.onstantin der 
Grosse 23.2.1890.

2. StAB, U61, Amt Bochum I to KLB 3.2.1891.

3. SUB, U63, Kohle und Eisen 18.2.1891.
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that instead of the position of the miners' delegates being emphasized 

the stress was now on workers 1 committees - a proposal first put forward 

by liberal parliamentarians during the 1889 strike. These demands 

seem to have formed the basis of most of the points raised by the

strikers in April.

The 1893 strike was called, as we have seen, in solidarity with the Saar 

miners, and much of the public discussion was around this issue. But 

the old issues were not forgotten. Immediately after the strike began, 

several demands were sent to the employers: 

1 . The eight-hour shift inclusive of winding time.

2. 25 per cent wage increases.

3. Repeal of the newly promulgated, work rules.

H. Reinstatement of sacked workers and no new disciplinary measures. 

5. Recognition of workers' committees and free elections to them. 

Nothing seems to have come of this list of demands, but their similarity 

to earlier demands - particularly the pride of place accorded to the 

eight-hour shift and better pay - is clear.

Wages were the dominant issue in several of the small strikes in the 

later 1890's. The strikes at Constantin in 1896 and Holland in 1897 

were both on this issue. The 1899 Herne strike, although triggered

1. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik pp.61-63.

2. StAB, It)i7, Extra-Elatt der Zeittmg der deutschen Bergleute 28. h. 1891.

3. StAB, ULi8, flysheet.

1*. StAB, kli8, RPA to KLB 6.2.1893.

5. STAi:, BA. I 7)1, KLB to RPA 2Lt.li.1896; SUB, V/9, RPA to I-iinister des 
Innern 9.11.1897.
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off by changes in Khappschaft contributions, was essentially about the 

pay of the young hauliers. On the other hand, it was the question of 

the hours of work - the number of overtime shifts and the length of the 

"normal" shift - which led to short strikes at von der Heydt and 

Barillon in June, 1900, and aljnost to one at Holland in 1902. 

Extension of the length of the "normal" shift was also the issue in

strikes at Baaker Irulde and Oberhausen in 1903* and precipitated the
2

dispute at Bruchstrasse late in I90h~ which led to the 1905 strike.

The 1905 strike was the occasion for the re-emergence of the full list 

of miners 1 demands. Even at Eruchstrasse the strikers called not only 

for the old shift lengths, but also for minimum wage levels, the

creation of a workers 1 committee to negotiate and settle disputes, and

3better treatment of the men by mine officials. At many pits the

miners presented long lists of demands: at Shamrock thirteen points 

were raised and at Siebenplaneten fifteen. The central delegate 

meeting on 12 January made fourteen demands. The chief issues 

remained the same: the eight-hour shift inclusive of winding time, the 

reduction or abolition of overtime, higher wages, the abolition of 

Hullen, and the creation of elected workers 1 committees and/or workers' 

representatives with some supervisory functions. The delegates at the

1. StAB, Ii53, ICLB to RFA 7.6.1900; StAB, h80, RPA to I-Iinister des 
Innem 2U.11.1902.

2. IGBE, AI 16, Verband der deutschen Bergleute Jahresbericht 1903.

3. StAB, Ii56, Amt Langendreer to ICLB 7.1.1905.

lu STAM, Oberbergamt Dortmund 18U3, Bergrevier Witteri to Oberbergamt 
13.1.1905; Bergrevier Heme to Oberbergamt 13.1.1905.

5. VJVJA, K2 213.



- 263 -

meeting of 12 January also called for recognition of the unions, 

although this demand was only repeated at some of the individual mines. 

The miners' chief concerns emerge clearly: they wanted shorter hours 

and more pay, and they were angered by the arbitrary use of power by 

the mine officials, most obviously in the practice of Nullen. The 

demands therefore centred on proposals to improve matters in these three 

areas, both by immediate changes and by instituting lasting channels 

through -which the miners would be able to express their views and 

exercise some control over certain management practices.

Later strikes were fought over the same or similar issues. The 190? 

hauliers' strike was over pay. The final major strike before the out­ 

break of war, in 1912, saw a conventional list of demands: wages should 

be raised by 15 per cent, and the shift - including winding time - should 

not exceed eight hours; overtime should not be allowed except in 

•emergencies; in addition there should be reforms of the sj^stem of paying 

wages and of giving notice in mine-owned housing; there should be some 

control by the workers' comnittees over fines; the Knap-oschaft should 

be reformed; new arbitration courts should be established to settle 

disputes; the current labour exchange system needed reform; and non­ 

alcoholic drinks should be provided at all mines. Beyond these demands 

lay on this occasion an implicit demand for union recognition.

"Me can broadly distinguish three basic demands behind all the various 

specific ones which were raised during miners' strikes. One - not

1. Hue Bergarbeiter II t>.708.
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necessarily the most important - was for better pay. This might take 

the form of a demand for an across-the-board percentage increase, or it 

might be presented in terms of a number of minimum earnings figures for 

specified categories of mine worker; it might also take a more obscure 

form, such as the fairly frequent demand for timber to be delivered to 

the coal face - thus relieving hewers of this chore (for which no 

additional payment was made) and allowing them more time to cut coal and 

earn money. The demand for the abolition of Ifallen may also have been 

to some extent a wage demand, since many miners were perhaps more 

conscious of their immediate loss of earnings which followed from it 

than the probable effects of any alternative system - which would also 

result in sirdlar or even greater losses of earnings. Crew has argued 

that the miners showed little interest in wage demands, wanting merely 

a subsistence level of earnings and had little notion of the possible 

advantages to them from higher earnings. The 1912 strike, he argues,

"showed that improving wages, defensively or offensively, was one of the

2least popular planks around which a strike could be organised". The

persistence of wage demands, sometimes clearly associated with an 

appreciation that their employers were enjoying growing profits; the 

fact that the demands were often for very considerable increases; and 

the fact that wages clearly formed a central issue in strike after strike, 

suggest that Ore:; underestimates the miners' interest in this matter. 

The fact that thev were also interested in shorter hours in no wavc- «>

invalidates their very great concern for higher pay.

1. It is interesting that most of the protests at the epidemic of worn 
disease which swept the Ituhr pits in the early "1900's were not at the 
poor sanitary arrangements which caused the disease but at the 
compulsory treatment which resulted in the loss of several days' earning

2. Crew Industry and Community p.36?»
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The second major issue T-hich was raised in strike after strike was for 

shorter hours of work. This had two main expressions: one was the 

constantly repeated demand for the eight-hour shift inclusive of winding 

tine, and the second was for the abolition or severe restriction of 

overtime.

Demands for higher pay and shorter hours were generally fairly clearly 

expressed and explicit. A third group of demands, less clearly defined 

but almost as commonly present, related to the miners' desire for reform 

of the manner in which the mines were run. This issue could take a 

number of forms. At its most simple level it was expressed in the 

demand for "humane treatment" from the mine officials. The hostility 

towards Hull en was largely an expression of resentment at the arbitrary 

acts of mine officials which the system entailed. Calls for the reform 

of the systems of discipline and punishments also reflected the miners' 

resentment at the unfettered and often arbitrary power exercised 

particularly by junior mine officials. In a number of strikes, however, 

there were more far-reaching demands for the creation of permanent 

institutional channels through which the miners could bring their 

grievances to the attention of the management and have them settled 

through some form of collective discussion, rather than depending on 

the Tjhims of nine officials. This general desire took various forms:

1. In view of the clear and repeated importance of this issue it is 
extraordinary that Stearns can write: "German miners rarely raised 
questions of hours of work in their strikes, though their yorlcing 
day was tT -o hours longer than that in France and Britain. Their 
docility in this matter was due to the fact that over half of them 
were freshly in from the countryside". P.iJ. Stearns "Adaption to 
Industrialization: German ^orkers as a Test Case" in Central 
European History 1970 p.310.
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it night be limited to one specific area, as in the demand for the right 

of elected miners to check on the operation of the 1 Mil en system or on 

mine safety. But in many strikes - as we have seen - it took more far- 

reaching forms, such as the demand for the establishment of workers' 

committees, or for recognition of the miners' delegates or the trade 

unions. These demands were always strongly opposed by the employers, 

who saw them as an infringement of the rights of owners to manage their 

property. Nevertheless, the demands were not very radical in their 

implications: as ire shall see, the Government was willing to compromise 

and give the miners concessions on some of these matters. The essential 

demand was for a reform of management style, replacing a largely 

authoritarian and arbitrary system with one where blatantly arbitrary 

acts were prevented and where the miners had a continuing voice in the 

general affairs of the mine.

The prominence of these demands suggests that despite the fact that 

mining strikes took place in the main during periods of relative 

prosperity, they were prompted by very real and immediate concerns to 

do with the miners 1 wages and experience of work. To some extent, of 

course, the reason for the concentration of the strikes during economic 

upswings was due to negative factors - the fact that during recessions 

"trouble makers" were liable to be dismissed with only limited prospects 

of finding alternative employment elsewhere. Miners were well aware from

1. Schofer draws a distinction between "modern" strike demands, centering 
on economic issues and union recognition, and "pre-modern" demands 
focussing on work rules. Such a distinction appears essentially 
arbitrary and unhistorical: Schofer Formation of a modem labor force 

WD. 156-157.
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the shortening of hours and the squeeze on earnings that the onset of 

a recession put them in a vulnerable position. Work stoppages during 

recessions would not necessarily be unwelcome to employers who were in 

any event keeping shifts going more with the aim of preserving their 

labour force against an anticipated recovery than for immediate 

financial return. Recessions were therefore marked by an absence of 

strike activity and a general tightening of belts.

One important factor behind the strike outbursts which marked economic 

upswings was simply the ending of these constraints. The signs that 

the owners were beginning to need the miners just as much as or even 

more than the men needed the owners were clear: men began to be hired 

instead of dismissed; hours were lengthened instead of cut; increased 

output became the main aim; and both profits and wages began to rise.

Rising profits were reported in the local papers and signalled to the
2 miners that better days had arrived. In such an atmosphere the'

earlier willingness to grin and bear hard times simply evaporated.
•

The onset of a boom also produced certain positive features which 

encouraged the outbreak of strikes. One obvious feature of all up­ 

swings was an increase in the hours which the miners were expected to 

work. Instead of free shifts they were subjected to various forms of 

pressure to extend the length of the "normal" shift and to Tiork overtime

1. See chapter h above.

2. StAB, kli1, Die Post 1.9.1889; Gladen "Streiks" p.119.
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afterwards. Shifts of one-and-a-quarter, one-and-a-half or even 

twice the normal length became comnon, and although this nay have been 

welcomed by some for the e:rbra earnings which resulted, the draTrbaciis 

in terms of siriple physical exhaustion were obvious. l.'iners also began 

to -onder whether shorter hours would not provide the same higher 

earnings by forcing up the price of coal and by inducing greater 

efficiency. It is not hard to understand how issues of overtime and 

the hours of work formed a constant source of conflict during booms and 

played so prominent a part in strikes.

Miners naturally hoped and expected that an improved demand for coal 

and rising profits would result in substantial improvements in wages. 

Here again, however, the onset of the boom could result in disappointment, 

As we saw in the last chapter, earnings did rise with the improved 

economic situation. But to some extent these higher earnings were the 

result of longer hours of work rather than from improved basic rates;

there might be a delay before wage rates themselves followed profits

2 upwards;" and rising retail prices eliminated some of the value of

improvements. The effect was often therefore to whet the miners 1 

appetite for improvement rather than to satisfy it.

One particular feature of the wages system which played a particular 

part in precipitating disputes and strikes during economic upswings was 

the discrepancy which soon became apparent between the position of the

1. See chapter h above.

2. Tenfelde Sozial^eschichte pp.303-305,
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hewers and that of the other mineworkers on set shift rates of pay. 

As we saw in the last chapter, hewers 1 earnings were fairly responsive 

to cyclical fluctuation through their monthly wage negotiations and 

their ability to move from one pit to another to exoloit favourable 

economic circumstances. Workers on shift rates, however, found it 

more difficult to secure increases, since once rates were set there was 

no particular mechanism for changing them. Job-changing by young 

shift paid workers, hauliers, pony minders and others, was not unknown: 

in 1899 we hear that while many pits around the Herne area were raising 

their shift rates, at Siebenplaneten and Heu Iserlohn the rates had not 

risen; the result was that, "individual hauliers and pony lads are 

giving notice in order to seek work at those pits which have given wage 

increases". Nevertheless, there were difficulties which limited the 

young miners 1 ability to use job-changing as a means of bidding up their 

pay. The very fact that they were paid on standard rates made it 

easier for the pits in an area to ensure that they all offered much the 

same. And the fact that hauliers were in effect serving an apprentice­ 

ship, with the aim of becoming hewers eventually, co\ild act as an

important tie to their pit: if they moved they risked having to serve

2a full period as a haulier all over again at the new pit.

The effect was that the wages of hauliers and the other shift paid 

workers were less responsive to cyclical fluctuations than those of the 

hewers. ".Jhile this worked to their advantage during recessions, when

1. StAB, Ii50, Ant langendreer to KLB 27.7.1899.

2. STAli, Frankfurter Zeitung 11.2.1912.
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their earnings remained relatively buoyant compared to those of the 

hewers, during booms they soon found that they were being left behind 

and had no particular mechanism -which they could exoloit to secure 

improvements. In the two years from the spring of 1902, the low 

point of the recession of the early 1900*8, hewers 1 earnings rose on 

average by 5.3 per cent, while the wages of hauliers and other shift 

paid underground workers rose (from a lower starting point) by U.1 per

cent.

The onset of economic booms thus produced particular frustrations over 

pay amongst the young miners, who felt that they were not benefitting 

from the general improvement to the same extent as their older 

colleagues. In the absence of any bargaining mechanism they were 

particularly willing simply to stop work and strike. No doubt youth­ 

ful impetuousness and their absence of family responsibilities also 

played their Dart in making them particularly willing to come out on 

strike.

The result was that in many Ruhr mining strikes it was the young under-

2ground workers who played a particularly important and active role.

The sporadic stoppages in the last days of April and the first days of 

I "ay 1889, which heralded the great strike of that year, were all the

1. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.1ii9; see chapter li above.

2. Tenfelde notes the important role of hauliers in many mining strikes 
after 1877, but describes their actions as "apparently umriotivated". 
He does not consider the relative inflexibility of their wages 
(although this nay not have lain behind the 18?7 strikes, which 
occurred during the depression). Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte pp. 51 3-51
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actions of hauliers, pony minders and other young underground mine- 

workers. It was the refusal by the managements of Hibernia and 

Rheinelbe tind Alma to negotiate with them that led to the unrest in 

Gelsenlcirchen iniich in turn sparked off rioting and the introduction of 

troops. At Franziska Tiefbau, "the young workers were the first who 

stayed away from work, and the older ones then followed them". At

Vollmond the main complaints before the strike had come from the

2 hauliers, who earned only 2.00 to 2.20 marks per shift. The Werne

Amtmann reported:

"The youthful elements made themselves very conspicuous in the 
first days of the strike, until they were pushed into the back­ 
ground by the older miners. An attempted strike by the young 
workers would be quite hopeless if they did not know that the 
older ones stood behind them". 3

The Amtmann for north Bochum reinforced his colleague^ view:

"The relatively few young people employed at the pits here were 
hardly in a position to create a strike of the extent and 
generality of that which did in fact take place. It is certainly 
true that the wages movement started amongst the young hauliers, 
pony minders and the lowest paid, and that an increase had to be 
given to these people early in March and April; but the strike 
itself had deeper causes and they are not to be found in the heads 
of these youths. On the other hand it is true that the young lads 
proved themselves particularly active as spokesmen and strike 
propagators once it had broken out, while the older, more settled 
workers, particularly those with a family and their own home or a 
company house, were more restrained". h

The 1889 strike was not the only one to start amongst the young mine- 

workers. The 1891 stoppage also appears to have originated, at some 

pits at least, amongst the hauliers and uony minders, with their older 

colleagues joining in only later. These strikes were unusual, how-

1. SUB, Ui1, Btirgermeister bitten to KLB 30.9.1889.

2. StAB, hh2.

3. StAB, y.1, Ant './erne to KLB 26.9-1889. 

h. SUB, Mil, Amt Bochum to KLB 2>i.9.1889.

to KLB



- 272 -

ever, in the extent to which the hewers were willing to follow the 

youngsters* lead. A different but fairly common response was shown in 

1 896 when hauliers at Gonstantin stopped work and demanded an increase 

in their shift rates: the older hewers were unsympathetic; some 

fathers ordered their sons to return to work, and the pit manager was 

able to put hewers onto hauliers' work. The 1899 "Herne strike" was 

also essentially the work of the younger workers, although this aspect 

was obscured by the attention given to the prominent role of the Poles. 

The strike occurred at a time when some but not all pits in the area

had raised their shift rates of Day, and it was immediately followed by
2further increases. Some commentators recognized the important role of

the young workers: "On not one of the pits affected by the strike have 

the hewers put any demands, only the young hauliers and pony minders 

whose wage is on average only 2.5>0 to 3.00 marks", reported one miner 

from the strike district. The KBlnische Zeitung recognized that the 

young miners had a case, although the paper felt that little could be 

done for them:

"It may be conceded that a wage of about 60 marks, which many young 
Poles here earn in the month after deductions, often cannot suffice 
with today's high prices of food and lodging for a satisfactory 
standard of living. But our entire industry is not structured to 
provide young assistant workers with the same wages as older, 
e;rperienced men". h

The Bochum Landrat tried to appeal to the strikers 1 families to exercise 

a moderating influence: "I urgently call on the sensible older miners,

1. StAB, [163, Amt Bochun I to KLB 2)-.,25.K.1 896; STAL, Eegierung Arnsberg 
I !Ir.?U, KLE to PJ>A 2U.h.1896.

2. Kflnigsgrube, Gonstantin, Friedrich der Grosse, Hannibal and lo taring en 
were amongst the pits which immediately raised their shift rates for 
hauliers etc. when the strike broke out; Hannover and von der Heydt 
were amongst those which had already given one increase but follo-.d 
he strike ranted another. StAB,li£0.t

3. StAB, h5l, General Anzei^er, Dortmund 5.7. 1899. 

li. SUB, I£1, KBlnische Zeitung 2 (?). 7. 1899.
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particularly the German family heads of those T-.-ho have for no good 

reason stopped work, to smooth the way to order with me and to lead 

the imprudent youth through word and example back to their duty".

A number of the smaller localized Ruhr mining strikes were primarily 

the action of these young underground mine-workers: those at von der 

Heydt and Barillon in 1900 and at KBnig ludwig in 1902 are examples. 

One of the clearest expressions of the frustrations felt by these 

workers occurred during the peak boom years of 1906 and 190?. Once 

again the hewers' earnings were running ahead of those of the other
9underground workers." In L'arch 1906 the workers 1 committee (newly 

formed in the aftermath of the 1905 strike; it was officially not 

supposed to discuss wages) at Constantin IV/V called for a general 

wage increase s particularly for the shift paid workers. The pit 

manager, Berg, claimed that an across the board increase was impossible, 

but that he would see if it might be possible to put the hauliers onto 

piece rates "so that with a corresDonding production they could earn- 

more than hitherto". In August of the same year in Hordel !Ia mass 

demonstration for an increase in the hauliers' wages took place, with­ 

out disturbance or success". In October the workers' committee at 

I'ansfeld expressed satisfaction with the current piece rates at the mine 

but reported that there were many calls for pay increases for chif-.ft

1. StAB, U51, I-Iar^dlscher Sprecher 28.6.1899.

2. Between the first quarter of 1906 and the first ouarter of 190? hewers' earnings rose by Ui.2 per cent in the Ruhr as a "hole, while those of other underground workers rose by I2.)i per cent. Koch Berrarbeiter-

3. StAB, h6h, Constantin der Gross e to ICLB 26.'<..1906. 

)_i. StAB, h81, Ant Hordel to KLB 31.8.1906.
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workers. In the same month a strike occurred at Franziska Tiefbau 

near bitten: on Saturday 6 October six pony minders refused to -work, 

and the next Ibnday h3 hauliers and Dony minders were out. They 

returned to r?ork the next day when pay increases were promised, but 

when the promises were apparently withdrawn the following day they 

ceased work again. The strike lasted for a week, though the outcome 

is not known.

These rumblings showed the latent discontent amongst young shift paid 

workers, but it did not come to a head until the following Spring. 

In Hay 190? hauliers at a number of nits came out on strike, first 

in the P.ecklinghausen area and then around Bo chum and Gelsenkirchen. 

At Hannover, two days after the strike started near Recklinghausen, 92 

of the 151 hauliers on the afternoon shift refused to start work without 

a promise of a 50 Ffg. wage increase. This was refused and the strike 

spread: the next day saw over 200 on strike at the pit and a number of 

other mines in the neighbourhood were affected. In all some 17 pits 

and around 2,500 workers were involved in the strike. The hewers, 

however, remained at work - at some pits doing hauliers 1 work. As we 

have seen, the strike was vigorously opposed by the miners' unions, and 

in the end it achieved little: at Hannover 25 strikers were sacked,

1. StAB, h6L, Kansfeld to KLB 29.10.1906.

2. IZF, Arbelter Zeituns 11, 17.10.1906.

3. StAB, Ji61i, Ant I-Iordel to KLB 11,15.5.1907; IGB AI 19 Bergarbeiter- 
verband Jahresbericht 1907/08.

h. StAB, I6h, Amt Hordel to KLB 15.5.1907.
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and although some pits gave pay increases others did not. During the 

remainder of 190? shift uages continued to rise, but still somewhat 

slower than the hewers 1 earnings.

It is clear that there were very real and important grounds for the 

prominence of wage demands in miners 1 strikes, and that the dynamics of 

wage movements, particularly the disapDointed hopes of major improve­ 

ments and the relative stagnation of the hauliers' pay, had much to do 

with the concentration of strikes during economic upswings. The 

increasing conflict over the manner in which the pits were run, the 

resentment at the arbitrary acts of overmen and managers, also naturally 

increased during booms, when the pressure on the miners to increase 

their output, to work harder and to work longer hours was at its most 

intense. It was during periods of greatest pressure at work that the 

grounds for industrial conflict were at their most intense.

Success and, failure

Fining strikes emerged spontaneously from the experience of work and 

represented one of the most important means at the miners' disDOsal of 

seeking changes and relief. Yet how appropriate were they as an 

effective neans of protest? Did they succeed in their aims or were 

the doubts of union leaders about their usefulness well-founded?

1. The reasons for union otraosition to wildcat strikes will be 
discussed in the next chapter. It may be that they were 
particularly unsympathetic to hauliers' strikes through the latters 1 
relative lack of representation, compared with the hewers, in the 
union membership and leadership.
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An essential element in 'any effective mining stride was the achievement 

of a very broad degree of solidarity. 1 liners were not generally in 

the position of skilled workers in a technically advanced and inter­ 

dependent work setting, where action by even a few strategically placed 

workers can have a serious inpact on the working of an entire plant or 

even industry. The degree of pressure which a mining strike put on 

the employer - particularly an employer who owned several pits or was 

backed by an effective emplo3rers 1 association - depended very much on 

the scale of the stoppage: a limited strike caused him only limited 

and superable difficulties.

The 1889 and 1905 strikes demonstrated that the miners were capable of 

a very high degree of strike solidarity. On both occasions at the 

peak of the strike around 80 per cent of Ruhr mineworkers were out. 

Social and ideological differences were ignored. The common resent­ 

ments of the commonly experienced work place overcame the deep divisions 

of geographical origin, nationality, religion and politics which 

characterized the Ruhr working class. This unity was inoressive by 

any standards and was in sharp contrast to the behaviour of most other 

groups of TTorkers: in the Ruhr, for instance, the second major

occupational group, the metal workers, never struck work on any

2significant scale during the entire pre-war period.

1. Koch Eergarbeiterbewegung pp.1li2-1h3. The proportion of strikers 
was greater amongst underground Tiorkers: in 190> 90 per cent were 
out at the peak of the strike; "TJA, X2 213.

2. For a discussion of the industrial passivity of the r.etal -:orkers in 
the lr.hr see Crew Industry and Corrai-aty chapter V. The building 
trades were perhaps the most industrially militant grcin of --rorkers 
in the Ruhr after the miners.
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The high degree of solidarity achieved in 1889 and 1905 should not 

"blind us, however, to recognizing how untypical they were of miners' 

strikes. 2ven in 1889 itself the high peak of solidarity lasted 

only a few days and was succeeded by a drift back to work. In 1905, 

by contrast, some three quarters of the Ruhr miners stayed out for 

three weeks until the strike was officially called off. Nevertheless, 

even in 1905 there was a perceptible drift back, particularly in the 

last week of the strike, and many feared that if the stoppage lasted 

much longer the drift back was bound to increase, especially in the 

absence of any real strike pay. The official ending of the strike was 

overwhelmingly accepted. The possibility of sustaining a strike for a 

matter of months - as happened on several occasions in the British 

mining industry - never seems to have been regarded as a serious 

possibility. Other strikes signally failed to achieve effective

solidarity. In 1912 there was a sixty per cent turnout, but this

2lasted only three days before a major return to i-rork began. Even this

degree of support was unusual: in 1891 thirteen per cent of Ruhr miners 

stopped work, and in 1893 fourteen per cent. Other strikes won even 

less support.

There were nan;,- reasons for this. Sometimes, as we have seen, the 

hewers were un:Tilling to stop work in support of their younger colleagues, 

and even took on their •"ork. In 1 8°9 suspicion 1-etween Germans and 

Poles played a Dart in linitinr; the strike. Political and denominational

1. Tining strikes in Britain lasted four months (1 81iU and 1093), six 
weeks (1912) and ten months (1926).

2. I loch Eergarbeiterbe-repunq p.1lt6. Crew rather nisleadingly suggests 
that the hostility between'strikers and non-strikers in 1912 was an 
egression of miners' solidarity. J.t was rather the egression of a 
lack of solidarity: when real solidarity was present (eg in 1 689 and 
1905) there were remarkably few violent incidents. Crew Industry 
and Community p.272.
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divisions were also iinportant - most notably in 1912. Threats of 

dismissal and reprisals from employers and the lack of fall-back 

resources of nany miners undoubtedly weakened their ability and iTill to 

stick out. l.'ost fundamental, however, was simply the size and rapid 

growth of the coal field and labour force within it. The solidarity 

born of face to face relations and personal knowledge which could exist 

in a snail nining village was hard to recreate in a coal field with (in 

1912) approaching liOO,000 miners. The constant influx of newcomers, 

nost with no previous experience of the industry or the area, and the 

constant movement of people within the district itself militated 

against the creation of strong and settled social bonds which might 

sustain families through long periods of industrial action. Tenfelde 

has noted that in early mining strikes solidarity and willingness to 

strike was stronger in the traditional mining districts rather than in 

the new and rapidly expanding pits to the north; the new immigrants, 

desDite their undoubted frustrations and discontent, sirrrolv did not know
S J. tj

how to express their wishes through such disciplined forms as the

2 strike or the organisation. Immigrants - notably Poles - certainly

participated in the 1889 and subsequent strikes, and their prominence 

in 1899 fostered German prejudices about their alleged disruptive 

tendencies. nevertheless, when the authorities enquired into Polish 

participation in the 1889 and 190^ strikes they found that the Poles had 

generally not played a particularly important role. The effect of

1. The 1905 strike led to a markec increase in poverty: 
Arbeiterradi 'kalismus_ p. 12?.

2. Tenf clde 3p 7, i al^c s chi elite pp . 5>11 -£l h •

/-^ , « -r^i 111. ->tAB '<li1
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rapid social change and social divisions was to weaken rather than to 

strengthen the solidarity of miners. Strike after strike failed to 

spread iron the relatively limited geographical district - or even 

the original pit - in which it had begun. I lore extended and sustained 

solidarity was exceptional rather than normal in mining strikes.

On occasions the strikers won sympathy and even support from beyond 

the ranks of the working class. Small traders who depended on the 

miners for their custom naturally welcomed higher wages and hoped that 

concessions would enable an early resumption of work. In 1912 the 

Bochum shopkeepers appealed to the Chamber of Commerce (of which they 

were members, but which was dominated by the local industrialists) not 

to penalise those miners who had stayed away from work through fear 

rather than through their own wish; the Chamber of Commerce had to 

remind them: "The trader is not only a salesman but also an employer" , 

and commented that they were frequently hard towards their own employees.

Bourgeois sympathy with striking miners was not limited to those who had 

a direct financial stake in the pit workers' prosperity. In 1889 the 

~Jestfalischer I'erkur reported that most of the press was sympathetic to

the strikers: "The latter have won respect through their prudence and
i~)

orderliness". The Eochumer Zeitung reported:

"In bourgeois circles many hope that the miners' efforts will have 
success, and this sympathy will not diminish so long as the strikers 
rigorously avoid any excesses. In Gelsenlzirchen a Citizens

1. T.-.r..TA, K2 199, Correspondence between Kaufmannischer Verein Lochun and 
HkB 21.3.1912.

2. STAII, Cberprasidium 2828 Ed.3, Westfalischer Iterkur 13.5.1889.
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Committee has been formed to support the strike. Significant 
contributions have already been given, ten thousand marks from 
Herr Bischoff the transport entrepreneur. This deserves 
imitation."' 1

The intransigence of the enployers was frequently criticized. In 

1905 nany bourgeois papers were critical of their mine-owners' stance, 

and at the University of Bonn a public strike fund was launched which

raised a million narks; even employers from other industries criticized
pthe Bergbauliche Verein. Even when there was little sympathy with

the strike itself, heavy-handed over-reaction by the authorities could 

arouse bourgeois protest;- in 1893 the widespread arrests of local 

activists were criticized:

"The bitterness which one finds amongst the workers about this is 
beginning to reach bourgeois circles. It is openly said that 
without the intervention of the gendarmes the strike would probably 
have suffered a significant decline today, but that it has in fact 
remained steady and that if the current methods persist it will 
continue for several more days at this level". 3

Like the bourgeois press and important sections of bourgeois public 

opinion the Government sometimes showed sympathy with the striking 

niners and impatience with the intransigence of the employers. In 

1889 and 1905> the Government tried to mediate between the two sides. 

In 1889 the Kaiser met a delegation of strike leaders, and the Govern­ 

ment tried to persuade the employers to make concessions in the so- 

called "Berlin Protocol 1 '. ' This ^as eventually rejected by the

1. ST.U., Cberprasidiun 2828 Ed. 2, Boclmner ^eitunq 11.5.1889.

2. Koch Berg arV eit erb ewe giin^ p. 92; S.G. Spencer "Employer /lesDonse to 
Unionism: :Mir Coal Industrialists before 1 91 U" in The Journal of 
Social History VolJtS, no. 3 0976) p.^00.

3. StAB, hh8 ^frankfurter Zeifrmg 13.1.1893.

h. The Government even contemplated briefly at the height of the strike
the nationalisation of the industry. Tenfelde Sozialrreschichte rx>.l26- 
12?; Kirchhof f Sozlalpollti!: t>p . 1 3k-1 35.
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\
employers, and the final stages of the strike were marked by more 

repressive behaviour by the Government authorities: strike meetings 

were banned and the central strike committee was arrested. Neverthe­ 

less, the strike was followed by a (much criticized) official enquiry, 

and eventually by a reform of the mining law. The Novella of 1892 

obliged each mine to produce a proper set of work rules, and specified 

some of its contents: the length of the working day, the wages system, 

the disciplinary system and the method of resolving disputes had all to 

be laid down. Certain limits were placed on what was allowed: a 

worker could not be dismissed without notice if the management had known 

the ground for dismissal for over a week; money from fines and 

deductions had to be used for the workers 1 benefit; and the employers 

were forbidden to mark a worker's papers with open or secret comments on 

his behaviour. The views of the miners on the draft work rules of their 

pit were to be considered by Government mine officials with the aim of 

achieving agreement. A law of 1890 also introduced arbitration courts 

(Berggewerbegericht) for the mining industry to settle disputes. These 

reforms by no means gave the miners what they had demanded in the strike 

of 1889; but the disappointment of the miners was fully matched by the 

outrage of the employers who saw them as a fundamental attack on their

right to manage their property and to make agreements with workers as
2equals in a free market.

1. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik pp.61-73.

2. Within the Government the reforms were closely associated with von
Berlepsch, Prussian Minister of Commerce and formerly Regierungsprasident 
in Dlisseldorf. ibid, chapter 6.
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The 1905 strike was also marked by attempts by the Government to 

conciliate, and by the offer of pureljr Governmental concessions. In 

early February the strike leaders were able to claim that the strike 

was "a wonderful success" because of the promise of legislation. In 

July a reform of the mining law abolished the Ifollen system, limited 

the winding time 7?hich could be added to the basic eight-hour shift to

half an hour, limited overtime shifts and created a system of workers 1

2 committees. Once again there was disappointment among many miners

about the extent of the concessions, and their sometimes ambiguous 

character: the workers 1 committees, for instance, were circumscribed 

in what they could discuss and there were severe limits on the 

eligibility of miners to stand or vote for them. Nevertheless, they 

did represent important and tangible concessions which were strongly 

resented bv the emtdovers.

The Government thus showed itself willing to intervene in the industry 

to conciliate and restore industrial peace, and to back this up with 

various legislative concessions to the miners. In 1912 conciliation 

was attested by the Government even before the strike started. In

1. StAB, h559 flysheet of Siebcner—-onmission. Otto Hue described the 
concessions as more valuable than a 20 Der cent wage increase: The 
Times 31.1.1905. " '

2. Koch 3crrarbciterb9'Te.gunf; p. 100.

3. T/orkers 1 corr.iittees already exister in other sectors of German 
industry, r.nd had been sir;.^ented in the 1 88° strike not by the 
strikers but by a left-liberal Reichstag deputy. Although at 
first boycotted by the largest miners' union,, the committees in 
practice seem to have generally played a mediating role, reducing 
rather than increasing conflict and tension in the raining industry. 
Kirchhoff Sozialtjolitik chapter 9; E.G. Spencer "Employer Response 

to Unionism11 pp.397-U12.
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effect this policy marked a recognition of the inadequacy of complete 

reliance on the free workings of the market economy, and a limited- 

return to the older tradition of close state involvement in the 

industry: it was not therefore a policy incompatible with a strongly 

conservative political orientation, as was illustrated by the 

occasional discussions of nationalisation. Nor did an underlying 

willingness to grant concessions - even in the face of opposition from 

the employers - mean that the state^authorities were unwilling to 

intervene hard in a manner unlikely to win strikers' support or even 

understanding: on many occasions vigorous action was taken - sometimes 

action of doubtful legality such as the wholesale banning of meetings 

and indiscriminate arrests - to deter the strikers. Troops and 

gendarmes were brought in during several strikes, and there were 

occasional violent incidents: as we have seen, two innocent bystanders 

were killed and four wounded in Bochum when troops fired to disperse a 

crowd in 1889. Host violent incidents occurred, however, when the 

miners themselves were deeply divided over a strike, since it was on 

these occasions that the police and troops were given the unenviable 

task of protecting those who wished to work from the wrath of the 

strikers (and the strikers' families). For this reason the 1899 and 

1912 strikes were particularly violent, with incidents occurring 

chiefly at shift changes. A Herne barber who lived opposite Shamrock 

described one incident in 1899:

"The gendarmes drove the people who were standing by the pit gates 
apart and laid about the passers by who had done nothing and who 
had previously been kept auay with the strikers. The great

1. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik chapter 8.



majority of those hit were not armed with sticks etc.at all ....
One man who came by a field path was very badly beaten by a 
gendarme with a bare sabre. The man was unarmed. He did not 
fight back. He just kept his hands over his head so that this 
would not get hit too. A second gendarme came over and they both 
worked him over together. People were terribly beaten by the 
gendarmes, particularly by the long fence which runs from the 
Shamrock pit to Herne". 1

»

Nevertheless, despite incidents such as these and the general harrassment 

of strikers in which state officials sometimes indulged, the Government's 

nomal reaction when faced with a serious stoppage - or even the prospect 

of a serious strike - was to look for grounds for compromise; and if the 

strike demonstrated that it could last the Government was ultimately 

willing to force concessions to the miners, if necessary against the will 

of the employers. Liners could thus hope for at least lirdted 

concessions from the state.

The ultimate willingness of the Government to compromise contrasted 

sharply with the approach generally adopted by the employers. In strike 

after strike the employers refused to enter serious negotiations, 

insisting that the work contract was a private affair between the 

individual worker and his employer which could not be interfered with 

through collective means. In 1889 even the concessions offered, largely 

at the Kaiser's prompting, by Dr. Hammacher, the chairman of the employer's 

federation were later withdrawn. Thomas Sattelnacher, a director of the 

Jouise Tiefbau company expressed the employers' overriding concern when he 

commented: "We nust remain the masters of our : Torks; we should have

1. StAB, h£l, Rheinisch-'.Jestfalische Zeitimg 25.11.1899.
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remained the masters of nothing if we had accepted the protocol of 

Dr. Hammacher."

It is hard to point to any real concessions being made by the employers 

to strikers. In 1889 they reluctantly accepted that some concessions 

might be necessary, after the personal intervention of the Kaiser, but 

as we have seen the original proposals were subsequently watered down:

in particular the idea of workers' committees, even with merely the

2 
limited function of discussing overtime arrangements, was dropped. In

1905 the employers refused all negotiations and made no concessions:

3
the strike was called off on promised reforms from the Government alone.

The Bochum Chamber of Commerce noted that the miners had suffered "a 

defeat on the economic front" but in contrast had secured "an undoubted 

success in the field of state legal action, the chief significance of 

which is political". In 1912 there were no negotiations between 

strikers and employers and no concessions. There does not appear to 

have been any instance, even in the smaller strikes which have been 

studied, of concessions being offered by employers to strikers in an 

attempt to persuade them to resume their work.

In many cases, indeeed, the very opposite was the case: miners were 

warned that if they did not resume work promptly they would lose their

1. BA 18/65, Sattelinacher to Neumann 5.6.1889.

2. Ilirchhoff Soaialpolitik pp.63-6)1; Tenfclde Spgialgeschichte pp.5o7-5S8.

3. Koch ger??arbeiterbcve^m~ pp.?l'.-9$; Gladen "Streiks" pp. 130-1 39.

li. StAB, I'agistratsbericht 1 905 p.16.
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,1ob and, in the case of those who lived in company housing, their home. 

The use of company housing in undermining strike solidarity was clearly 

expressed in the correspondence between Louis Baare, chairman of the 

Bochumer Verein, and Heiderich, the manager of one of the company's 

pits, during the 1889 strike. On 9 liay, shortly after the start of the 

strike, Baare wrote expressing his hope that they would soon get some 

men back to work: "We can particularly expect this from the people 

living in the Eppendorf colony". "The next day he wrote again, saying 

that some ex-miners now working in the company's metal works would be

sent out to re-open the pit: "perhaps our miners living in the Eppendorf

2 colony will join them". The next day Heiderich assembled the men from

the colony and promised military protection and immediate pay increases 

for those willing to go back. By 16 Hay 66 of the 82 family heads living 

in the colony were back at work, and Heiderich was planning to visit those 

who were still out. The other miners at the pit did not return to work 

in full until 20 1'ay, and it is clear that the pressure put on the colony 

dwellers had played an important part in splitting the strikers and 

achieving a partial return to work before the rest were prepared to end 

the strike. The same sort of pressure anpears to have been exerted at 

other pits: at I.ansfeld the strike lasted until 21 Hay, but the bulk of 

the colony dwellers had returned by 1? I'ay. The 1 forth Bochum /imtmann 

noted the relative restraint of the older miners, "particularly those 

with a family of their own or a nine house".

1. KA, 398 00 ITr.1, Baare to Heiderich 9.5.1089.

2. ibid. 10.5.1889.

3. ibid. Heiderich to Baare 11,12,16.5.1889.

h. StAB, )tJi2, 5r^el:nisse der Unteronclrj.!^ der Betriebs- und Arbeitsverhil?. t- 
nisse auf den Kohlen.qyuben.

£. SUB, Mil, Ant Bochun Hord to 1XB 2h.°.1889.
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In some cases the employers did not need to issue overt threats to 

impress on miners the possible consequences of striking. On other

occasions, however, they were very explicit. In 1891 the Vollnond
»

management issued a notice naming the date by which they expected every­ 

one to be back at work; those who failed to do so would be deemed to 

have broken their contract and no longer to work for the company; those 

who lived in company housing would have to evacuate it. To back this 

up a mine official went down to the colony to explain in person what 

would happen. During the 1905> strike 13 miners, from Louise Tiefbau 

were sent a similar notice:

"Since you have voluntarily stayed away from -work for three 
consecutive shifts we are using the power given us in paragraph 3 
of the work rules and dismiss you from our employment. Your name 
is deleted from the work list. Since you are no longer employed 
by us, in accordance with paragraph 2 of the lease agreement we 
dissolve the lease agreement of....and instruct you to evacuate 
the dwelling... .within 3 days from the 16th inclusive, if you have 
not by then made another work contract -dth us in accordance with 
the work rules". 2

The strike leaders felt it necessary to issue a proclamation assuring 

the strikers that "the communal, county, provincial and state officials 

will not allow you to be deposited on the street" - an explicit 

recognition that the employers' hard line was subject to the moderating 

influence of the state. In 1912 there were similar threats: at 

Teutoburgia, near Castrop, the pit manager told the (non-striking) 

workers 1 committee that strikers from the colony would have to leave

1. StAB, LU7, Zeche Vollmond to IvTJB 28.Ji.1891.

2. BA, 18/71, 12.1.1905. Daring the same strike the manager at Friedlicher 
liachbar was reported to be homing "to get the mine's colony dwellers 
back to work". STAK, Cberbergamt Dortmund 18U3, Eergrevier Hattingen 
to Oberbergamt 10.2.190^.

3. STAli, Oberbergamt Dortmund 18hb, Siebener Komriission strike notice 29.1.190'
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their homes after the strike was over: "The workers' committee said 

that they could only regard that as proper and correct".

The employers' threats did contain an element of bluff: it was in the 

nature of things that they could not dispense with large parts of their 

labour force, particularly since they frequently suffered from a short­ 

age of labour. But this did not prevent them from implementing their 

threats on a selective basis. Virtually every strike was followed by 

the saclcing of "agitators" - which generally meant anyone who had 

played a prominent part in the stoppage. The 1889 strike was followed 

by a general sacking of strike delegates. At Karl Friedrich in Vleitmar 

the two delegates, Bauer and Walter, were sacked in July. Walter had 

worked at the pit for thirty years and had an exemplary work record. 

He was a Catholic and not a social democrat and had been elected delegate 

because he had the general respect of his comrades. Bauer was a more 

active politician and had made himself unpopular with the management by 

his vigorous presentation of the miners' complaints to the commission of 

inquiry which followed the strike. Nevertheless, he had taken a 

generally moderate position: before the strike he had spoken against a 

stoppage and. had been in danger of being beaten up as a result; at the 

commission of innuiry he had argued that reforms such as the introduction 

of workers' committees would lead to better social relations in the pits 

and to less rather than more strikes, and had called not for higher wages

all round but for the reform of anomalies in the wages system which

2 enabled some to earn excessively while others were inadequately paid.

1. STAI-I, Cberbergamt Dortmund 1859, Gewerkschaft Teutoburgia to 
Bergrevier Dortmund III, 1li.3.19l2.

2. 5TAI-:, Cberprasidium 2828a, Frankfurter Zeitung_23.7*1689, Westfalische 
Volkszeitung 8.7.1889; StAB, lihO, Amt Bo chum ll to KLB 6.6.1889.
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One of the Hannover delegates recounted his experience:

"In spite of the fact that I had taken some holiday from the tdt H. 
where I was employed, I was summoned at 11.30 p.m. in the ni^ht of 
30 liay by registered letter to start work early the next morning. 
I naturally did not start at the time indicated since I was not 
prepared and when one has not worked for some time there is a lot to 
do before everything is arranged, and in addition I thought the pit 
management would have the sense not seriously to summon a man to work 
with such short notice. But I was mistaken. Tflien I arrived at 
the mine in the morning the Manager Eracht told me I should return 
at five in the afternoon and collect my papers... .Later, when I tried 
to collect my wages, not only was I not paid for the two shifts I had 
worked in which I had earned 7 marks, but I was told that I owed them 
8 marks. long live Humanity] "- Long live the Hannover management 1" 1

The sackings were reinforced by a system of blacklisting, so that once 

dismissed a man found it extremely difficult or impossible to get another 

job elsewhere. Once again the employers 1 attitude was appreciably 

harder than that of the Government. In October the Arnsberg Regierungs- 

Prasident issued a circular to local officials, noting:

"An agreement has been made between the mine managements of the 
Ruhr coal district that no miner who has been dismissed from a pit 
in this district or has resigned will be taken on at another mine. 
This rigorous measure can only be strongly regretted, since on the 
one hand it represents a quite unjustified restriction on the right 
of free movement of labour and on the other it plays a very important 
part in sharpening the social differences between employers and 
employees. In view of the discontent still prevailing amongst the 
miners it will be officials 1 task to draw serious attention to this 
agreement at every opDortunity in the leading circles of the mining 
industry". 2

The black-list of 1889 was an unusually thorough backup to the sackings 

which followed, the strike of that year, but the dismissals themselves 

were far from exceptional. Strike after strike was followed by sackings

1. IZF, Vestfalische Arbeiter-Zeitung. 10.7.1889.

StA3, .'(62, 19.10.1889. In November the employers' organisation, the 
Verein fiir die Ber^baalichen Interessen itself warned its members to be 
more careful -~ th their blacklisting, and in December, faced Tiith Goverr 
ment pressure and the possibility of further strikes the blacklist was 
ended. StAB, h62, 'Jestfalische Volkszeitunf: £.12.1889, HFA to KLB 

9.12.1889; SUB, Karlcischer Sprecher 9.12.1889; E. Atuiann Die Berrar- 

beiterbewe-qinrr in rheinisch-westfalischen IndAistrie^ebiet (unpublishec

, 1973) p.38.
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of activists. In 1891 the delegates at Siebenplaneten were sacked as 

soon as the men returned to work. The Hannover management dismissed 

£0 miners permanently and laid off a further 236 for a month. ?0 of 

these men lived in company housing. Altogether some 288 miners were
«

permanently sacked from nineteen pits in the Bochum area and a further 

2hl were temporarily laid off, although apart from the Hannover men 

only 8 were in company housing; Constantin gave the two tenants it 

sacked four weeks to get out of their homes. A number of strike leaders 

were also arrested, but usually had to be released for lack of evidence;

others were eventually charged with "incitement", "threatening behaviour"

2 and the like. The 1893 strike was marked by a particularly tough line

by the employers: the Bergbauliche Verein urged its members to make full 

use of their power to sack and fine workers who broke their contracts and 

not to take on men who had been dismissed from other pits. At Hibernia 

200 men were given notice and this led to a large increase in the number 

of men returning to work. The end of the strike was followed by sackings 

Lo taring en dismissed 20 men,, mainly "the leaders and strike agitators 

amongst the work force". A further 21; were temporarily locked out, and 

5 men were given a month to vacate their company housing. I-Iansfeld 

sacked 30 men and locked out a further 7 for three weeks. Shamrock 

dismissed 3 rcen permanently and a further 8 for a week; the strike 

leaders, who had returned to work in the time allowed, irere also given 

their notice.

1. 1ZF, '-Jestialische Freie Presse 30.).t.1891

2. StAB, lili?.

3. StAB, !ih8.
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The 1905 strike was followed by some sporadic sackings and by delays in 

re-employing certain miners. According to the union paper dismissals 

were delayed at first because of the support which public opinion had

given the strike, but by April, two months after the resumption of work,
* 1

men were being given their notice at a number of pits. Local Govern­ 

ment officials reported that certain men were not taken on again after 

the strike, and that often they had been particularly active or 

vociferous during the strike: three-men from Lothringen, five from 

Shamrock, one each from Hannibal, Gonstantin and Hannover are mentioned, 

along with others in the South Bochum and I-angendreer districts. Others

were taken back but subsequently sacked for mistreating men who had
2 stayed at work during the strike or for insulting mine officials. The

sackings were not on a large scale: the economic boom and continuing 

demand for labour was enough to preclude that; but they did take place 

on a selective basis and emphasized the uncowed attitude of the employers. 

In 1912 strikers were again treated as contract breakers and only accepted 

back on the basis of a substantial fine (six shifts 1 pay).

Perhaps the one area in which it could be argued that the employers made 

concessions in the face of strike action was over wages. Strikes were 

indeed sometimes followed by wage rises, even if the increases did not 

natch those demanded by the strikers. The 1889 official inquiry found

1. IZF, Bergarbeiter Zeitung 22.li.l905.

2. StAB,

3. Gladen "Streiks" p.1h6. For an example of the difficulty of
maintaining black lists when demand for labour was high, see lucas 
Arbeiterradikalisnrus n.129.
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at many pits increases of up to about twenty per cent. It is hard, 
however, to attribute more than perhaps the timing to the effect of 
the strike: wages were rising anyway and continued to rise well after 
the strike, and there is no doubt that they would have done so even

V

without the strike. The same was true both of the relatively success­ 
ful 1905 strike and the disastrous one in 1912. 2 In the case of some 
of the hauliers' strikes their demand for wage increases were accepted: 
this happend at Constantin in 1896, and the 1899 Herne strike was also 
followed by wage increases for hauliers, at pits both affected andt "" 

"3
unaffected by the stoppage. Both of these strikes occurred at a time 
when wages were rising anyway and the strikes probably affected little 
but the timing. The 190? hauliers 1 strike ended in defeat: at 

Hannover 25 strikers were sacked and others were fined for breaking 
their contracts. Some mines did raise wages but others did not, and 

while shift wages in the Ruhr continued to rise during the rest of the 
year they did so no faster than before and still somewhat more slowly 

than did hewers 1 earnings.

Thus even the pay increases which sometimes followed strikes cannot 
generally be counted as strike gains. Of far greater importance was 
the general economic situation, with rising demand for coal enabling 
the employers to pay more for labour and the general labour shortage at 
such tines reouiring them to do so. The primacy of purely economic

1. StAB, !i'j2, Zfrgebnisse der Untersuchung.

2. Quarterly wages figures printed in Koch BergarbeiterbewegungL pp.11*8-1 £0.

3. StAB, 163, Aurt Pochum I to KLB 25.ii.1896; StAB, 1«50.
h. StAB, hoU, Amt Kordel to ICLB 11,15.5.190?; Koch Bergarbeiterbere^ung
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factors in setting the level of wages was clearly shot-in when the booms 

ended and earnings fell again - irrespective of the impact of any 

earlier strikes.

Conclusions

We saw earlier that the experience of work in the pits gave rise to 

protest and attempts to find improvements. Frequently this protest 

was expressed in individualist forms, most notably through absenteeism 

and individual job-changing. Strikes, in contrast, were essentially
4

collective actions, requiring the participation and solidarity of large 

numbers of miners if they were to be effective. They thus provide a 

particularly useful analytical tool for an assessment of the degree to 

which the experience of work in the pits, which was common to most mine- 

workers in the Ruhr, could transcend the social and other divisions 

which so deeply characterized the working class in the area.

Strikes, like other forms of protest, arose directly and spontaneously 

out of the daily concerns of the miner at his work. Certain central 

issues - the hours of work, pay and the miners 1 dignity at work - formed 

the focal issues in strike after strike. Efforts to control strikes, 

to prevent them occurring or to direct them against the wishes of the 

nen concerned, generally failed. Strikes were a persistent and 

characteristic response of miners to their exoerience of work, 

^articularl"r during boom -periods.

Yet despite their importance, mining strikes generally failed to -:in 

more than partial support. Only three of the numerous pining strikes
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in the area were supported, by over half of the mine-workers, and only 

in 190? was mass solidarity sustained for more than a very short period. 

Most strikes remained limited to the pits of a given locality or to a 

particular category of mine-worker. It was largely because of this 

failure to achieve overwhelming and sustained solidarity that the 

strikes almost always ended in failure: the nine-owners were never 

forced to make significant concessions and usually resoonded by sacking 

and fining strikers after the stoppage was over. Those gains which 

were made were essentially political concessions, made by the state.
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CHAPTER 6 ORGANISATION; TRADE UNIONS AND POLITICS

In the previous chapters we have seen something of the main character­ 

istics of -working class society in the rapidly industrializing Huhr of 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries. We have seen the growth of 

the population and the physical setting in which the new working class 

lived. We have discussed the work they did in the pits and the impact 

which it had on their social relations. And we have observed some of 

the main expressions of discontent and protest, particularly absentee­ 

ism, job-changing and strikes. Such protest was mostly spontaneous 

and achieved little: individualist methods such as job-changing might 

secure some advantage for individuals only; and strikes, as we have 

seen, rarely achieved sufficient strength to win any concessions and 

never enough to defeat the employers. In this chapter we will turn to 

attempts to overcome these weaknesses through the creation of organised 

forms of collective action - the development of the labour movement, in 

both its trade union and political aspects.

I'ost writing on the history of the labour movement in Germany in this 

period has been predominantly concerned with the history of the Social 

Democratic Party (3PD). Relatively little attention has been given to 

the history of trade unions, particularly the Christian ones. The 

overriding concern with the political (and sometimes the purely

1• There are, of course, exceptions to this generalisation: see for 
example, H. Grcbing Geschielite der d.eutschen Arbeiterbeue^ung; 
Crunchen, 1966); Patter Arbeiterbewegung; Patter and Tenfelde 
"Durchbruch der freien Gewerkschaften :i ; "hut see also the coment 
of II. llartiny "Die politische Bedeutimg der gewerkschaftlichen 
Arbeiter-Sekretariate vor dem ersten Weltkrie-" in Vetter (ed) Von 
Sozialistensesetz zur ritbestinnung pp.153-
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ideological) history of the SPD reflects the general tendency to view
«

the history of the labour movement without detailed reference to the 

social, and particularly the work experience of working people. 

The result has been that political and ideological developments have 

been seen in a vacuum, in isolation from the history of the people in 

whose name the protagonists claimed to speak and act and on whose 

support they ultimately depended.

We shall not recount in this chapter the full history of the trade 

unions and the political labour movement in Bochum and the Ruhr. 

Rather it will be our concern to highlight some of the ways in which 

the social and industrial history of the workers in the area, 

particularly the miners, shaped and influenced the organised labour 

movement. T.Je will look first at the miners 1 unions and then at the 

SPD.

LjLners' unions

The unflattering description of the trade unions as "recruiting schools 

for the party" has tended, to overshadow the early importance of the 

trade union movement. 1 liners' unions were never the instrument of 

political parties in a narrow sense, although there were important 

links between them.

The main dynamic behind the foundation of the miners 1 unions was the

. Koch Berg arbeiterbeT Terming provides the most useful general history 
of the miners' union movement. On the history of the SPD, see 
Liitzenkirchen Sozialdenokratische Verein. See also the essays in 
Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewesurn an ?.hein und Ifahr.



- 297 -

realisation, in the aftermath of spontaneous strikes, of the need for
«

a more permanent and organised form of collective solidarity. The 

very first, and short-lived, attempt to organise the Ruhr workers 

occurred in 1868, at the time of one of the first miners' strikes at 

Essen. The much larger strike in 1872, -which ended in failure, was 

followed by a further attempt to create a miners 1 union. From the 

beginning such attempts had to face the reality of a politically and 

denominationally divided working class, and the 1 8?2 union tried to 

overcome this by carefully balancing the executive committee - two
*

Catholics, two Lassallean socialists, and one Protestant. But this

organisation also rapidly disappeared from the scene - in large part
pbecause wages were rising rapidly anyway. The next attempt, the

third in ten years, came in 1877* again in the wake of a number of 

strikes, though none of them on the scale of 1872. Once again the 

union attempted to overcome the sectional divisions within the Trorlcing 

class, but the active hostility of the Catholic leaders and their 

refusal to work with social democrats fatally weakened it; in the 

following year this organisation followed its predecessors into 

oblivion.

This pattern of strikes followed by attempts to organise was repeated 

in 1889. As we saw in the last chapter, the great strike of that year 

broke out spontaneously without co-ordination or direction. Leader-

1 . Tenfelde So^l-eschichte p.l+53-h6h.

2. jLbid. pp.Ii83-.U85;

3. ibid, pp. 51 ii -52 2; see chapter 3 above,
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ship and co-operation of the strikers was swiftly improvised, but the
*

strike's last days were marked by uncertainty and fluctuations in 

policy as the central strike committee lost control over the situation. 

The ending of the strike was swiftly followed by serious attempts to 

form a union in which the solidarity which had marked the early days of 

the strike could be reconstituted and given more lasting expression. 

In August 1889 the Verband zur 1 fanning und F6rderung der Bergmannischen 

Interessen iir Rheinland und Westfalen was formed. Reflecting the non- 

sectarian solidarity of the strike, its first statute affirmed: 

"Religion and politics are completely excluded in every respect". It 

was supported by social democrats (notably Ludwig Schrc'der) and 

Catholics (notably Johannes Pussangel) and local branches rarddly

sprang up all over the Ruhr: by March 1890 there were 26 branches in
2the villages around Bo chum with a membership of nearly 5,000.

The early miners' unions were thus set up in response to the need for 

organisation felt during strikes. The fact that most of the strikes 

ended in defeat increased the need for a body which might strengthen 

the miners in any future conflict or perhaps even nake strike action 

unnecessary. it is perhaps significant that the first paragraDh of 

the 1889 union's statute explained that its general aim of "furthering 

the spiritual, trade and material interest of the nenbers" was to be 

achieved through scientific lectures, discussions, specialist instruction, 

the reading of specialist literature, the foundation of a union library

1. Koch Bergarbeitorbewegung pp.l&-k9»

2. SUB, U61.
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and through legal defence. Ho mention was made of industrial action. 

By creating an organisation in which all miners could unite, irrespect­ 

ive of their politics and religion, a more lasting and stronger solidar­ 

ity night be achieved than that which might or might not be shown in 

strikes.

Nevertheless, the divisions within the miners soon reappeared, with both 

a sectarian and tactical dispute. ~The disastrous strike of April 1890 

was supported by the union, and Pussangel blamed the "complete defeat"
t

on the union leadership. In a newspaper article he welcomed the 

decision of most miners not to join the stoppage; the chief hope of 

success, in his view, lay not in strikes but rather in gaining the 

support of the middle classes and the Government, but it was precisely 

this which the leaders had lost through their rigid "demands".

Pussangel and his mainly Catholic followers left the union and in Hay
21890 formed their own rival organisation. This split was in fact to

mark the end of a united miners' union until after the Second World War.

Despite this split, however, the Alter Verband (as the first union was 

henceforth generally known) prospered. In September 1890 it was 

re-formed on a national basis as the Verband der deutschen Bergleute;

1. Koch Be_rgarbeiterbgiTegung pJ-i9« One reason, no doubt, was the need 
to avoid reprisals from the state: trade unions had been generally 
suppressed in 1878, and although they had been allowed to reappear 
and gro- during the 1880's, their position remained subject to 
political uncertainty: the anti-socialist law was only abolished in 
1890. V.I. Tldtke The Outlawed Party: Social Democracy in Gernany, 
1878-1890 (Princetcn, 1966);Fricke Die deutsche Arbeiterbewegung/ 
1869-1890 pp.308-313.

2. StAB, h62, Westfalische VolkszeitunR 12.li.l890; Koch Bergarbeiter- 
bewegung p. 51i.
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the Saxon miners 1 paper, the Deutsche Berftarbeiterzeitun^ was adopted 

as the official union paper in the Ruhr too. Kembership in the Ruhr 

rose from around 27,000 in the autumn of 1890 to around 36,000 in 

late 1891 and early 1892. 1

nevertheless, the initial success of the union was short-lived. In 

addition to the split with the "Christians" in 1890, the repeated 

failure of the strikes of the early 1890's undermined the credibility 

and effectiveness of the union at the local level. As we have seen, 

the strike failures were usually followed by the sacking of local 

delegates. Some, like Johannes Ilohr, an important figure in the Herne 

and Werne districts, left the area entirely: llohr went to the Saar;

and August Siegel, one of the three delegates to the Kaiser in 1889*

2 
fled in 1892 to England to escape forthcoming court cases. Some

sacked delegates - including Lohmann in Witten and Bauer in lleitmar - 

stayed in their neighbourhoods as traders or in some other job, but 

were inevitably now somewhat more distanced from the miners.

1-Iore serious than individual harrassment, however, was the changing 

economic situation. 1890 saw the beginning of a fall in industrial 

demand, a fall which began to be felt in the Ruhr in 1 891. As always,

the metal industry felt the changing economic situation first, and by

3 
July 1891 men were being laid off in the vlitten engineering works.

1. StAB, U61. The membership figures are not free from ambiguity 

and should be treated with reserve.

2. StAB, W<8, KLB directive 2.1.1893; Siegel Kein Lebenskanpf p.122

3. StAB, U63, T-atten police to 1CLB 2li.7.l891.
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Demand for coal began to fall off in August 1891, and by November and 

December many pits were beginning to cut back on shifts and to lay off 

men. In the first four months of 1 892 it was estimated that nearly 

four thousand miners were laid off from Ruhr pits, and that a further 

five thousand left voluntarily and were not replaced. At the same 

time wages began to fall, from an average of 3.5? marks per shift in 

the third quarter of 1891 to only 3.23 marks a year later. Demand 

for coal remained weal: (a factor which led to the founding of the coal 

syndicate in February 1893) and the price was not stabilized until the
*

end of 1893. By that time average wages had fallen to 3.15 marks,
9having been even lower earlier in the year."

The end of the boom marked, as we observed in the previous chapter, the 

end of the period of intense and semi-continuous industrial unrest in 

the pits. It also marked the end of the growth of the union. Between 

1-Iarch and June 1892 the reported membership of the Alter Verband in the 

Ruhr fell from about 37,000 to under 26,000; the rival "Christian" 

union also experienced a disastrous loss of membership and finance and 

had to be dissolved in the summer of 1892. The disastrous official 

strike of January 1893 accelerated, the trend: membership was reported 

to be down to around 15,000 by the end of 1 larch 1893, and continued 

sharply downwards until there were fewer than four thousand in 1896. l

1. StAB, Tagistrats Bericht 1891/92 pp.lh, 16; Glttckauf 20.U.1892.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbeweprung 0.1)48; W.7A, HKB Jahresbericht 1893.

3. StAB, h6l; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.55.

h. StAB, L.61; in fact many members remained on the books long after they 
had ceased active membership or to pay subscriptions: the collapse 
was aLmost certainly complete by 1893 and 189li; StAB, U61, Oberbiirger- 
meister Bochum to RPA, If.?.1897.
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By the beginning of 189k the Langendreer branch - with a former member­ 

ship of over 500 - had ceased, to hold meetings; at Werne the local 

branch had closed down, and the few remaining union members who paid 

subscriptions did so to the newspaper distributor; the Barendorf 

branch still met, but it was always the same small group of eight to 

ten members; the Weitmar branch had ceased to hold meetings. In 189k 

the union co-operative - which had had over thirty stores, nearly 3*000

members and a substantial profit in the previous year - went bankrupt,
2 leaving a loss of 16,000 marks capital. In Weitmar some people were

reported to be preserving their union membership merely in the hope of

3 having a claim on the assets when it was eventually dissolved. The

re-founding in the autumn of the "Christian" miners' union - now named 

the Gewerkverein christlicher Bergarbeiter - posed a new threat. Otto 

Hue described the position vividly:

"At the beginning of 1 895 the Alter Verband was on the verge of 
death, a wreck, abandoned by the majority of those who had greeted 
the proud ship at its launching. It is a fact that even the least 
despondent leaders reckoned with a gradual dissolution. Opponents 
joyfully proclaimed that the hated Alter Verband was as good as gone", k

In February several of the union's leaders, including Ludwig Schrttder, 

were arrested and sentenced to prison for up to five years for perjury.

1. SUB, k6l, Ant langendreer to KLB, 30.1.189U; Amt Werne to KI3, 
2l.1.l89li; Ant '.Jeitmar to KLB, 29.1.189k-

2. Hue attributed the collanse in part to the policy of relying on niners 
rather than businessmen to run the co-operative, and in part to the 
hostility of the nine oiniers and their threats to the miners who used 
them; Piue Heutrale oder parteiische Gewerkschaften? p.75; STAK, 
Oberprasidium 269).', Bd.1, RPA to I'inister des innern, 8.5.1893; STAh, 
RA 1 92, Cberbiirgemeister Bochun to RPA, 31.8,189k.

3. SUB, k6l, Amt i-Jeitmar to KLB 29.1.189k.

k. Hue Ileutrale oder narteiische Gewerkschaften? p.?6.

5. In 1911 it was finally established that they had been wrongly convicted, For a recent account of the case, see A. Kail Scandal, Sensation and 
Social Democracy (Cambridge, 1977) pp.78-83.
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This in fact proved to be the union»s low point, and it was able to 

recover and grow over the following years. One important factor 

behind the recovery was the improved economic position in the later 

1890»s. A further one was the appearance of new leadership. The 

nain figure was Otto Hue, a former metal worker and the new editor of 

the union paper. He was the most forceful and articulate miners 1 

leader in this entire period, and although his views about the proper 

role and aspirations of the union did not differ in essentials from 

those of other leaders, he expressed them with considerably greater*

facility. It is therefore worth looking briefly at his position and 

his views.

Hue was only 21; when he took over the editorship of the union paper in 

189k. He never held any official post in the union except for his 

editorship, and a consequent seat on the executive. nevertheless, his 

was to be the decisive voice in the union from the late 1890's onwards. 

In part this was due to his intellectual strength, which few other 

leaders could match. In part it was because of his energy: in 

addition to editing the paper, he was a constant speaker at meetings, 

both in the loihr and elsewhere. It was also in part due to the fact 

that the union chairman - Heinrich Mfiller from 1 895 and Hermann Sachse 

from 1902 - did not live in the Ruhr. nevertheless, it was essentially 

his personal cualities which eventually led to the general recognition of 

Otto Hue as one of the foremost union leaders in Germany. The Arnsberg

1. In addition to his other work he found time to publish a substantial 
work of history and theory in 1900, Ueutrale oder ^arteiische 
Gewerkschaften? Just over ten years later he published a massive 
two-volume history of the German miners, Die Bergarbeiter.



- 30ii -

Regierungs-Prasident commented: "Hue is with Legien one of the most 

gifted union leaders and writers, both as an organiser and as an 

agitator. Even his political opponents have repeatedly recognized 
this". 1

Hue saw the essential function of a trade union as furthering the

2 specific occupational interests of a particular group of workers. It

thus had fundamentally different aims' from other organisations such as 

t political parties, which aimed at much broader changes. The two 

activities need not necessarily conflict with one anotherj Hue was him­ 

self an active SPD member: "I am far from being just a trade unionist 

(ein Kurgewerkschaftler); I expect no more from the trade union than it

can give. Therefore I also involve myself actively in party political
3propaganda". He felt, however, that the particular importance of the

trade unions was sometimes ignored and that many social democrats 

exaggerated the gains which could be expected from the use of the vote 

alone. The power of the ruling classes was based ultimately on their 

economic power, and this would only be overcome when the workers created 

their own countervailing economic power:

"The capitalists are today the masters of the state, because they 
rule over the economic power. Would I therefore be so terribly 
wrong if I maintained that if the Koloch is to be struck to its 
heart this will only harynen when the economic power of Capital is j 
orvooccd with that of the Proletariat - the trade union organisation"^'

1. StAB, 1;80, RPA to linister des Innern, 22.12.1905.

2. For his sustained discussion of the issues, see Hue I-Ieutrale oder 
parteiische Gewerkschaften r'. pp. 130-157 •

3. ibid. p.lU2. 

Lu ibid. p.lU8.
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He rejected the argument that the trade unions could achieve nothing 

and that advance could only arise out of the progressive impoverishment 

of the workers.

Hue thus maintained the importance and independent validity of the 

trade unions. By joining the organisation en masse and expressing 

solidarity by folio-wing collective decisions the workers could create 

a weapon capable of confronting the erroloyers and I/resting improvements 

in pay and working conditions from them. To achieve this, however,
4

the essential unity of workers' interest had to be stressed. A trade 

union could not be strong until it encompassed all, or at least the 

great majority, of the workers in the particular occupation. The 

search for unity was thus the major problem faced by a trade union, 

parti cularl3r in a district with such deep divisions as the Ruhr. Hue 

stressed that the union must avoid any involvement with divisive 

questions such as religion and politics: the ruling classes naturally 

welcomed divisions amongst the workers, since this reduced the effective­ 

ness of the latter's collective efforts to improve their position. 

Strict political and denominational neutrality was the only basis on 

which effective organisational solidarity could be built.

Hue also stressed that hard-won organisational advance should not be 

jeopardized by premature and ill-judged industrial conflict. The years 

from 1 889 to 1 893 had shown the wea^zness of spontaneous and unco-ordinated 

strikes. The atterpt to create a strong organisation was essentially an 

attempt to find a nore secure and substantial weapon with which to confront 

the employers. But its potential benefits would not be realised until the
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great majority of miners were members, and until this was achieved 

partial strikes, ending in almost certain defeat, would only result in 

the weakening of the organisation. All efforts should be devoted to 

building up the organisation, and in the meantime strikes should be 

avoided. Thus in 1897 a miners 1 meeting addressed by Hue and littller 

decided not to strike since, "the only effect would be to harm the 

organisation which is in the process of expansion". In 1903 when 

strike talk was again in the air, Hue told a mass meeting in Essen:

"I am in principle no opponent of strikes. The strike is a weapon 
without which an organisation cannot be successful. Even the 
German Printers 1 Union, which has the best reputation, could do no 
other than turn to the strike and, if it was necessary, set to with 
a strong hand if agreement could not be reached through peaceful 
means....But how is it today with /~our__7 organisation? Consider 
that of the 60,000 union members around U0-!;2,000 live in the Ruhr; 
but there are 250,000 miners living here, of whom over 1 80,000 work 
underground. Of these some hO,000 belong to the union, or less 
than 25 per cent] Prom this the auestion arises, are these 25 per 
cent in a position to ignore the ?5 per cent who are unorganised? 
That is impossible. The union leaders are therefore not at 
present in a position to speak of strikes. We have the duty of 
warning against ill-considered steps". 2

The lesson that Hue and the union leaders had learned from the failures 

of the 1890's was that in the absence of an all-embracing and effective 

organisation, strikes were virtually bound to result in divisions and 

defeat.

The advent of a new generation of leaders coincided with an improved 

economic situation and with it better conditions for union activity.

1. StAB, L63, Folizei Bochum to IXB, 28.3.189?.

2. J. Fritsch gindringen und Ausbreitung des Revisionismus in deutschen 
Eergarbeiterverband (Leipzig, 196?) pp.66-67'.

3. The importance of the strike defeats of the early 1890's in
strengthening the emphasis on organisation and union discipline 
has been noted by Hitter and Tenfelde "Durchbruch der Freien 
Ge-rerkschaften" pp.88ff.
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Membership of the Alter Verband recovered and started to grow rapidly, 

particularly between 1900 and 1905, when it rose from 13,000 to nearly 

79,000. The 1905 strike led to a considerable influx of members, 

despite the union 1 s original opposition to the stoppage. But in the 

next few years the union failed to grow, and after 1910 started to 

actually decline. If we compare union membership with the total 

number of miners in the Ruhr, it becomes apparent that 1905 marked a 

membership peak which was never repeated, and that although the Alter 

Verband managed to keep over a fifth of Ruhr mineworkers in its ranks 

for some years thereafter, from 1912 (the year of its major strike 

failure) even this level was not maintained:
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Table 19

Year

189U
1895
1896
1897
1898
1899
1900
1901
1902
1903
190L

1905

1906

1907

1908

1909

1910

1911

1912

1913

KembershiD of Alter

Alter Verband members

5,158
1,153
3,938

12,11*9
17,97U
18,606
12,9>|5
23,0liii 4
32,832
U8,132
56,153
78,862
78,879
77,713
80,1 to
76,869
78, Ii1 8 (80,378)
75,025
69,6^8
62,h87

Verband in Ruhr, 1

laneworkers 
in Ruhr

152,650
15U,702
161,870
176,102
1 91 , 8k7
205,106
226,902
2h3,926
2U3,963
255,992
270,259
267,798
278,719
303,089
33U,733
3liO,567
3^5,136
352,555
393,879
39U,569

89U-1913. 1

Alter Verband members 
as per cent of all
mineiiorkers .

3.1* per cent
2.7
2.U
6.9
9.U
9.1
5.7
9.1;

13.5
18.8
20.8
29. h
28.3
25.6
23.9
22.6
22.7 (23.3)
21.3
17.7
15.8

The union thus suffered a double failure. In the first place it never 

managed, or even came near, to uniting the majority of miners behind it, 

And secondly, T-That success it had achieved by 1905 was gradually lost.

Fritsch Revisionismus p. 111; Koch Ttergarbeiterhewe.gung p. 1 39; 
Klessmann "Klassensolidaritat" p.l5IuFritsch and IQ.essnann give 
different figures for the Alter Verband's membership in 1910. The 
total figures conceal local variations: in the south Bochum area it 
was estimated that in 1907 over 60 per cent of the miners belonged 
to the union: StAB, 1|81, Amt Bochum II to KLB 28.8.1907; Crew 
Industry and Community p.27U.
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If the near collapse of the mid 1890 t s was overcome, the broader hopes 

of the new leaders remained far from realization.

There were many reasons why the Alter Verband did not achieve more 

success. One important factor was the continued rivalry between 

miners of different denominational, political and national outlooks. 

Despite the exhortations of Hue and others that the Alter Verband 

should be strictly non-political, those who suspected it of social 

democratic tendencies could point to a considerable amount of evidence*

apparently confirming their fears. Kany of the union's leaders, both 

at the top and in the localities, were avowed social democrats. Hue 

himself stood as an SPD Reichstag candidate, and represented Bochum 

from 1903 until 1912. During the 1903 election the union's executive 

published an article in which they explained that while they did not in 

their union capacity support any one party, both they and union members 

were bound to consider the parties' attitudes on certain issues which 

were crucial to the union, particularly the franchise, freedom of 

assembly and association, and the tariffs. Neither the conservative 

parties nor the Centre could measure up to what was requ.'red. T..Tithout 

mentioning the party by name, the clear inference was that unionists 

should vote for the SPD. On the eve of the poll the Eergarbeiterzeitun^ 

carried another article making essentially the same point: only the SPD 

was campaigning on a programme : Thich accorded irith the workers' and. 

union's interests. A Gelsenkirchen police officer probably only

1. IZF, Deutsche Bergarbeiterzeitung 23.5.1903, 13.6.1903.
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partially exaggerated -men he commented afterwards:

"All the union's officers, all the Bergarbeiter ! s deliverers^ all 
the union's local chairmen, secretaries and treasurers are / SPD_7 
agitators....Ifever before has the social democratic character of 
the union and the social democratic tendencies of its main work 
been so clearly revealed as in this year's Reichstag election". 1

This election was not the only one in which the forces of the Alter 

Verband were clearly behind the SPD. In 1907 the Bergarbeiterzeitung 

denounced the colonial and taxation system: "Such a taxation system

cries to heaven. This system is maintained with the support of all

2 parties with the single exception of the social democrats!" Prominent

union leaders stood as SPD candidates in elections throughout this 

period: Peter Recktenwald, a union delegate from Hordel in 1890, was 

"known as a notorious agitator for the social democratic party"; the 

chairman of the Laer branch in the same year, a miner named Richter, 

declared in a public meeting that he was a social democrat. Ludwig 

Schrtider stood as SPD Reichstag candidate in Essen in 1893 and 1898. 

Johann Ileyer, another founder member and the union's first Treasurer, 

stood in Recklinghausen in the same years. Heinrich Kttller, the 

union's chairman in the later 1890's, and his successor Hermann Sachse 

were both SPD Reichstag deputies, although not for Ruhr constituencies. 

Friedrich Kusemann, an important figure in the Eochum area (he was the 

chief union negotiator with the Bruchstrasse men prior to the 1905 

strike) stood as SPD candidate for Eochum for the Prussian I-andtag in 

1908, and for the Reichstag seat of Hamm-Soest in 1912. Franz Pokorny,

1. STAj;, RA 1 96, Polizei Gelsenlcirchen to RPA, 17.8.1903.

2. IZF, Deutsche ^ergarbeitergeltung 5.1.1907; ibid. 12.1.190?.

3. StAB, h62, Ant Bochum I to KLB 22.9.1890; Polizei Tser to iJB 10.2.16$

h. IZF, PJieinisch-Jestfalische Arbeiter Zeltimg 5.6.1893, 23.5.1898.

5. SUB, Kagistrats Bericht 1908 p.5?; ^F, Arbeiter Zeitung 29.12.1912.
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the leading Alter Verband figure in Gelsetfcirchen, was SPD candidate 

in Recklinghausen in 1912. The degree of overlap between union and 

party made claims of political neutrality hard to justify before a 

sometimes sceptical public.

The profound suspicion of social democracy which was characteristic of 

large numbers of miners in the Ruhr, frequently fostered, as we saw in 

an earlier chapter, by religious organisations, thus rubbed off onto 

the Alter Verband, despite all protestations of political neutrality. 

Social democrats were commonly held to be hostile to religion, to 

property and even to the family, and for many devout working class men 

there could be no question of joining an organisation which was clearly 

identified with social democracy. That hostility to social democracy 

rather than indifference to trade unionism itself was the chief 

stumbling block for many was demonstrated by the growth of the rival 

"Christian" Gewerleverein. Founded in 1 89U, its membership in the Ruhr 

grew to nearly 32,000 in 1902 (when the Alter Verband had 33,000), to 

33,000 in 1910 (--hen the Alter Verband stood at over 80,000), and to 

hO,000 in 1912 (when the Alter Verband had fallen to ?0,000). 2 Although 

never quite equalling the Alter Verband, it thus established a powerful 

and important place for itself. Although the Gewerkverein had close 

links with the Centre party, and sometimes adopted a somewhat more 

conciliatory approach than the Alter Verband (most notably in 1912, when

1. IZF, Eerrarbciterzeituns 5.1.1912

2. Klessnann "I3.a3sensolidar:".tai:' p.1
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the Gewerkverein refused to join the strike and instead called for 

police protection for strike breakers), it remained a genuinely- 

independent and active trade union. It was opposed by the employers 

as vehemently as they resisted the Alter Verband. And although on 

some occasions it was conciliatory, on others the Gewerkverein adopted 

a militant posture.

Although the division between the Alter Verband and the Gewerkverein 

was the most fundamental split id thin the union movement, it was not

the only one. There remained a small, liberal Hirsch-Duncker miners'

2 union, with around 2,000 members. Although politically moderate -

the Hirsch-Duncker unions were modelled on the allegedly non-political 

British trade unions - this union was industrially militant and joined 

in both the 1 905> and 1912 strikes. But more important was the separate 

union of Polish miners (Zjednoczenie Zawodowe Polskie - ZZP: Bergarbeiter- 

abteilung), founded in 1902. The rapid increase in the number of Poles 

in the Ruhr during the 1890's was accompanied by a growing awareness of 

national identity and a dissatisfaction with the German organisations in 

the area, including German trade unions. The Poles were strongly 

Catholic and increasingly nationalist. The Uiarus Pol ski, the chief 

Polish paper in the area, was founded in 1891 and adopted an uncompromis­ 

ing Catholic and nationalist stance. TTot surprisingly, there was 

profound hostility to the German and apparently socialist-dominated Alter 

Verband.

1. A point somewhat played down by Hall Scandal, sensation and social 
democracy p.79.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.122; Fritsch Revisionisms p.109.
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Polish nationalism in the Ruhr was not, however, a force hostile to the 

aspirations of miners - Poles as well as Germans - who wanted to see 

improvements in such matters as wages, hours and conditions of work. 

Indeed, in industrial conflicts the Poles participated actively and - 

for instance in the 1899 Herne strike - with too much enthusiasm for 

the lilring of many Germans. Although no figures exist for the number 

of Poles in the two main unions in the 1890 ! S, there is no doubt that 

a significant number were members. ~-The Alter Verband had to try 

particularly hard to recruit them, because of the religious barrier,

and in 1897 launched a Polish-language newspaper. The Gewerkverein
1 

was more complacent, and did not launch an equivalent paper until 1903.

Nevertheless, there was increasing irritation amongst Polish unionists 

with the essentially condescending attitude which they felt existed in 

the German unions. A police safety regulation at the beginning of 1899 

banned anyone who could not understand orders in German from working 

underground, and anyone who was unable to read and speak German from 

promotion to supervisory functions. This was welcomed as a useful 

safety measure by the unions, but was bitterly resented as a piece of 

discrimination by the Poles. Relations between the communities were 

worsened by the events of the Herne strike in the summer of 1899. A 

sensitive point was the suspicion that many Germans - union members as 

well as others - regarded the Poles as an instrument for holding down 

wages. Union leaders such as Hue denied that this was so, but the 

susDicion enabled the TTiarus Polski to denounce the "socialist" Alter

1. For the history of the Polish miners' movement in the Ruhr see 
Klessmann "Idassensolidaritat".
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Verband and claim that socialists "are enemies of the Polish workers 

and would be happy if the Poles were prevented from working". 1 In 

1902 the roles formed their OT-TI rival union, the ZZP: the relatively 

slow growth of the Gewerkverein in subsequent years suggests that it 

was this organisation which lost particularly heavily to the rival 

Polish union. The ZZP grew rabidly: from under 5,000 in 1903 to 

nearly 18,000 in 1909 and a peak of over 30,000 in 1911 and 1912 (com­ 

pared to the Gewerlcverein' s LtO,000 members in 1912 and the Alter
2 Verband T s nearly ?0,000). The Poles had become a very powerful third

force.

The hope of achieving a non-political and non-denominational trade 

union in which miners of all nationalities and opinions could unite 

thus failed to be realized: instead, a number of rival organisations 

appeared, each characterized by a particular political outlook. This 

development did not necessarily mean that united trade union action was 

impossible, if the various organisations could sink their differences 

and worl: together. This solution was inevitably difficult to achieve 

in view of the sharp antagonisms, but it was an aim which Hue and 

others pursued. On occasion - for example in the Khappschaft 

elections of 1899 snd 1900 - the Alter Verband and the Gewerkverein 

were able to agree on joint action. But August Brust, the first chair­ 

man of the Gewer^rverein, was unwilling to maintain this policy, so that 

until the 1905 strike co-operation was the exception rather than the

1. ibid, p.160.

2. ibid. T3.



- 315 -

norm. In I90f>, however, all four unions joined together to form a 

joint committee - the "Commission of Seven" - to direct the strike 

which had broken out in the first place against their wishes. The 

strike and its aftermath saw a considerable growth in union membership, 

and a return to inter-union rivalry. Nevertheless, the Commission 

continued in existence for some years subsequently. The replacement 

of Brust as chairman of the Gewerkverein in 190li made co-operation 

somewhat easier. However, the proposal from the Alter Verband in 1910 

that the four unions pursue a joint wage claim - an initiative which 

eventually led to the 1912 strike - was rejected by the Gewerkverein: 

the eventual strike was supported by the "Dreibund" of Alter Verband, 

ZZP and Hirsch-Duncker but was bitterly opposed by the Gewerkverein. 

Although the strike failure was followed by some calls for the creation 

of a single united miners 1 union, the bitterness of the strike 

effectively removed any possibility of serious co-operation in the 

remaining two years before the outbreak of war.

The divisions between the various miners' organisations were only one 

aspect of the failure of trade unions to unite the miners: in some ways 

even more serious was the fact that the majority of miners in the Ruhr 

remained outside any union at all. Even in 1910, when the highest 

degree of unionisation was achieved, around 60 per cent of Ruhr nine- 

uorkers remained unorganised. Even amongst underground workers, not 

many nore than half were union members. After this pea!: the proportion

1. ibid. p.l5U; Koch Bergarbeiterbewqgmg pp. 122, 139; Hue Bergarbeiter 
II p.720. A number of historians have seriously exaggerated the degree 
of unionization of Ruhr niners by applying national union membership 
figures to the Ruhr: see Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik p.168: W. Kttllmann 
"Die Geschichte der Bergarbeiterschaft" in W. FBrst (ed) Ruhrg;ebiet und 
lleues land (KMn, 1968) p.92; Gladen "Streiks" p.lUI; Spencer 

"iimployer Response to Unionism" p.399»
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of miners who were union members actually fell.

There were a number of factors behind this failure of the unions to wi
n 

more than a minority of the miners. One obvious difficulty was simply 

the speed of the expansion of the industry and the rapidity with which 

newcomers arrived in the area. 1'any came from a rural and conservative 

background and found any notion of trade unionism - even unionism such 

as that practiced by the Gewerkverefn and the ZZP with its strong 

religious and nationalist links - profoundly new and doubtful. Many 

doubted whether' they would stay in the district for long anyway. Job- 

changing and geographical mobility within the Ruhr also made organisa­ 

tional work particularly difficult. In the linden area, which covered 

35> branches of the Alter Verband, the union had 5,750 members in 1908 

and £,960 two years later; but this apparent stability concealed a 

turnover of 1,900 members - or about a third - over the same period. 

The district organisers described some of the reasons:

"This turnover takes place mainly at Stinnes' mines. The reason 

lies clearly in the fact that at these pits there is no payment for 

the secondary .jobs: repair and maintenance work is included in the 

piece rates. I-Jhen therefore a gang sees that a seam is bad and 

that they can earn nothing from it they naturally look for other 

work. The turnover is worst in the housing colony of the 

?ri e dli ch er I la chbar pit. Our local officials can run a house-to- 

house agitation each month and they will gain from five to twenty 

new members each time; but •''hen they return a fortnight later to 

collect the subscriptions, they only find half the new members; 

the others are already away". 2

The Gewerkverein faced the same difficulties:

"Our successes were undermined through the frequent loss of members 

as a result of the high turnover of jobs and hones. Transferring 

members very often fail to register properly, so that there is a 

break in the delivery of the union's paper and in the collection of 

contributions. In this way we lose many members". 3

1. Tucas -'xbciterradlkalismus pp.25>0-25>1 .

2. IGB2, A1 20, Verband der Bergarbeiter Deutschland, Jahresbericht 1909/10 
p.162.

3. IGBS. A1 97, ftpBrhSftsberlcht der christl. Gewerkvereine1909/10 p.130.
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Hue described the "colossal membership turnover" as "the greatest evil 

in trade union life", and considered that ex-members had a generally 

discouraging effect on potential new trade unionists. Until members 

could be bound more firmly to the organisation, pa rticularly through 

incentives such as insurance provisions, too many were unreliable and 

effectively weakened the union.

Perhaps the greatest hindrance to the unions in their efforts to win 

members was the lack of real incentives which they could offer.
4

Recognition of the unions was adamantly rejected by the employers until 

the collapse of 1918. As we saw in the last chapter, the employers 

generally dismissed "agitators" when the opportunity allowed, 

particularly in the aftermath of strikes. The efforts in the early 

1890 f s of strike delegates at a number of pits to gain recognition as 

spokesmen for the miners were completely unsuccessful. At times the 

employers adopted more systematic methods to exclude activists from 

their mines: in 1889 there was for some months a lock-out of activists, 

and in 1908 a further curb on the hiring of men who had left their 

former mine in breach of contract or who had been dismissed for strike

activity; these agreements were generally thought to be backed up by
2black-lists. Following Drotests, the emplo3rers introduced instead a

system of central eiiDloyncnt exchanges at which applicants for employ­ 

ment had to provide satisfactory documentation about previous jobs.

1. IZF, Deutsche Ber-- und Iliittenarbeiter Zeitims 28.>. 1898. The 
important irrpact of nenbership instability and its contribution to 
the stress on strong organisation and strong central leadership has 
recentl^ been noted'by Langewiesche "".Janderungsbewegungen" pp.38-hO, 
and Uiethamner and Briiggeneier "T;7ie wohnten Arbeiter in 
Kaiserreich?"p. 13U.

2. Koch Berftarbeiterbewegung p. 118; STAll, Landratsamt Gelsenkirchen JiO, 
Polizei VJattenscheid to K.Iandrat Gelsenkirchen 13.7.1908.
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The unions protested loudly against the iinplied limitation on the 

freedom to change jobs, but were powerless to prevent the introduction 

of the new system in 1910.

The final years before the war saw an important new initiative by Ruhr 

employers in their continued efforts to strengthen the loyalty of their 

employees to the company and to weaken the appeal of the trade unions: 

the fostering of so-called "yellow" ̂ unions. In 1906 a group of 

Protestant miners formed a "National liners 1 Union", pledged to oppose 

social damocracy, support the Kaiser and foster good relations between

employers and workers. But the new organisation gained only 130

p members and soon disappeared. It was not until 1911 and 1912 that

yellow unions began to be formed within the Ruhr mining industry. 

These unions were company organisations, generally founded on the 

initiative of the employer and given substantial financial support by 

the company. They were generally pledged to foster good industrial 

relations and to oppose other trade unions. They offered tangible 

benefits in the form of sickness and similar insurance, social events 

and the opportunity - which it was claimed that many miners greatly 

valued - to mix socially on occasion with the company's higher managers 

and employers. The movement was originated in the Ruhr by Krupp, and 

only spread on a significant scale to the mining industry in the after­ 

math of the 1912 strike. From 7 unions and 131 members in the mining

1. STA1-:, Oberbergamt Dortmund 181*0.

2. Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung pp.117-11 8.

3. For the history of the yellow unions in the Ruhr, see II. J. I'attheier
"'.Jerkvereine und wirtschaftsfriedlich-nationale (gelbe) Arbeiterbewe^un; 
im Rnhrgelriet" in Reulecke (ed) Arbciterbewe^in.rr pp.173-2CL.
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industry in 1911, the movement grew to 93 unions and over 21,000

nembers (or around five per cent of Ruhr mine -workers) in early 

The independent trade unions had to regard this considerable growth 

with concern. In some ways it was the Gewerkverein and the confessional 

workers' clubs which were most directly threatened, since their political

outlook was nearer to that of the yellow unions and their members were
f-j 

more likely to be drawn away. Bat the yellow unions formed a direct

threat to the very principles of any" independent trade unionism, and 

were bitterly opposed by all the existing unions. The last SPD Report
t

for West Westphalia before the outbreak of war commented:

"Although hitherto the successful recruiting ground of workers for 
the yellow unions was the foundries and the factories, we should 
not ignore the fact that the yellow movement is also constantly 
gaining ground amongst the miners. The yellow movement is above 
all a serious danger to the further development of the trade union 
and political movement in the industrial area of the Rhineland and 
Westphalia where such great masses of uninvolved people 
/ Tndifferente / are brought together. The employers encourage 
this movement with every conceivable means, in order to make use of 
it as a defence force in economic and political struggles". 3

Ironically, one effect of the growth of the yellow unions was to provide 

the independent unions with an important issue on which they could unite. 

But this was not to become an important factor until the later years of 

the war.

1. liattheier "Werkvereine" p.188. Ilattheier estimates" that over 9 per 
cent of Ruhr nineworkers were members of the yellow unions, but it is 
not clear where he has obtained his figures for the overall number of 
nineworkers. As throughout this study, I have adopted the figures 
for the Oberbergamtsbezirk Dortnund, printed in Koch Pergarbeiter- 
bewerrun?; p. 139. Saul suggests that in a nuriber of Ruhr towns the 
number of yellow unionists exceeded the number of "free" trade 
unionists: it is not clear whether the Alter Verband (most of whose 
members lived outside the towns) is included in the figures for 
"free" unionists. Saul Staat, Industrie, /jbeiterbewegung p.Mil.

2. Tattheier "Werkvereine" p.189.

3. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 10,11.7.191 ii.
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The consistent hostility of the employers to the indeoendent trade 

unions and their own lack of industrial strength prevented then from 

exercising effective power in the mines. The complete freedom with 

which the employers determined the essential issues of wages and the 

hours of work was recognised by the Alter Verband in a leaflet issued 

to members in and around Bochum in 191K:

"On matters of pay the owners play fast and loose with the miners. 
They ninch and press down wages-as they will. If the economic 
situation is good they let wages rise, but by so little and so 
slowly that the increase is barely noticeable. But when 
difficulties, contraction of demand and similar problems arrive - 
then what was given in spoonfuls is quickly taken away again with 
shovels.
llor is it much different with the hours of work! "Ihat happened 
to the eight-hour shift in the last two years? If all the over­ 
time shifts were taken into account, many men would be seen to 
have been working 12 to 1£ hour shifts...."1

This situation in the mining industry was contrasted with that in the 

building, wood, transport and other industries and "in innumerable

factories" where the employers had made agreements with unions on these
o

matters. After almost 2£ years of activity the mining unions still

3exercised no effective power on these central issues.

Despite their failure to achieve a system of collective bargaining, 

union members were increasingly able to secure positions as the miners 1 

spokesmen through the various bodies to which miners 1 representatives 

were elected. This traditionally meant the Kharroschaft and, from 1890,

1 . STAX, HA 1 1 h?6, Verband der Bergarbeiter Deutschlands, Bezirks- 
kommission an die Kitglieder im Eezirk Bochum, 191li.

2. ibid.

3. Lucas Arbeiterradikallsmus p.2f?1; Heinrich Imbusch claimed that the 
unions had exercised an influence over wages, but nonetheless 
recognized their fundamental wealcness: Imbusch Arbeitsverhaltnis p.100,
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the Berggewerbegericht; following the 1905 strike, elected workers 1 

committees were established at the mines; and folios-ring the RadbooT 

disaster in 1 908 elected safety officers were introduced. Union 

candidates irere generally very successful in these elections: in 1910 

2?9 :Inar>p3chaft mandates were won by Alter Verband candidates, 83 by 

the GeT-:er!:verein, 29 by the ZZP, 3 by the Hirsch-Doncker union and only
o

h by non-unionists. In elections for the Gewerbegericht in 1906 the

union candidates won almost 27,000 votes, conpared with 300 for

3 employers J candidates. In elections in 1912 to the workers 1

committees only 89 from 569 seats failed to go to the three leading 

unions. In elections for safety officers in 1910 the Alter Verband*s 

candidates won 806 fron 935 posts; only 1? posts were won by non- 

unionists. In 1912, following the defeat of the strike of that year 

and the growth of yellow unions, the Alter Verband won over half of the 

1,003 posts: yellow unionists won 33 posts, and non-unionists 96. 

These election victories gave the unions a certain legitimacy as spokes- 

nen for the miners. But the effect was limited: the posts gave their 

holders little power; and they illustrated the unions' dependence on 

Government legislation, rather than industrial strength, for a platform.

1. For the role of the Kha-opschaft, see chapter L above; for the
Berggewerbegerlcht, Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p.590; chapter 5 above.

2. IGBE, A1 20, Verband der Bergarbeiter Deutschlands Jahresbericht 1909/10 
p.165; STA1I, Oberprasidium 269lt Bd.2, RPA to 1 inister des Innern, 
26.10.1910.

3. STAi:, RA I 98, Polizei Comissar Bochum to UFA, 12.11.1906.

h. STAIl, Oberbergamt Dortmund 1852, "Zusamrnenfassung der.. .Heuwahlen von 
Sicherheitsmannern und Ausschussnitglieder/i August 1912".

5. ibid; Koch Bergarbeiterbewegung p.128; Hue Bergarbeiter II p.650.
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The fail-ore of the unions to gain recognition or to secure a bargaining 

position for themselves in the mine meant that there was relatively 

little incentive for potential members to join, or to maintain their 

membership when difficulties arose. The most tangible benefit of 

membership was the social security support which the unions provided. 

The main benefits were payable in case of sickness, unemployment or 

strike and a death grant. The amounts varied according to the length 

of union membership, and benefits were generally payable only after an 

initial period of membership. The importance of these benefits was
t

shoTTi during and after the 1905 strike when all the unions experienced 

a considerable increase in membership, motivated in many cases by a 

recognition of the advantage of membership in such circumstances, since 

it offered at least the prospect of some strike pay. In addition to 

these pecuniary advantages, the unions provided members with their news­ 

papers and provided legal assistance in certain circumstances. Such 

benefits had, of course, to be paid for out of subscriptions and were 

not enough in thamselves to attract more than a minority of the miners 

into membership.

The history of the miners' unions, and particularly of the Alter Verb and, 

was thus the story of the abortive attempt to create through a strong 

and disciplined organisation a unity and solidarity the lack of which 

had so weakened the wild-cat strikes which were a feature of industrial 

relations in Ruhr mines. It was particularly the experience of the

1. IGBE, A1 1li6, "Bergarbeiter.1 Aufgewacht und erkennet eure IlachtJ" 
1911; Hue liergarbeiter II pp.612-613; Pieper Lage der Bergarbeiter 
p.190.
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repeated strike failures of the early 1890's which convinced many 

miners that unity and discipline were necessary if they were ever to 

successfully confront the employers. The union did indeed recover 

and grow, but the hopes of establishing lasting and effective solidarity 

through a united and disciplined organisation were not fulfilled. 

Political, religious and national divisions continued to be reflected 

in trade union divisions. Even more serious was the continued 

unwillingness of a majority of minewbrkers to join any union. The 

unions were unable to win a place for themselves in the bargaining
*

S3rstem at the mines, except for their relatively powerless position on 

the workers' committees. Nor were they able to bring the traditional 

spontaneous mining strikes under effective control and replace them 

with disciplined strikes with the sustained support of all the miners: 

in 190£ and on other occasions spontaneous strikes continued to erupt, 

against the advice of the union leaders. "Mien in 1912 the /liter 

Verband tried to hold a planned and disciplined strike the divisions 

between the unions and amongst the miners led to disaster, a disaster 

from which the unions did not recover until late in the war.

Vould the Alter Verband have had more success with a different and less 

cautious policy? There was certainly a somewhat mechanistic and rigid 

element in the emphasis on the need to secure organisational solidarity 

before industrial action could be attempted. Both the 1089 strike 

(which although spontaneous achieved wide support and was followed by 

the creation of the union) and that of 1905> (which was also spontaneous, 

achieved even greater support and was followed by a considerable 

e::pansion of union membership) showed that the relationship between strike
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activity and organisational growth was or conld be nore dynamic, T 7ith 

the very experience of industrial struggle itself producing a stronger 

and more united organisation. Nevertheless, we should not forget that 

even the 1889 and 1905 strikes were not victories for the miners: the 

only concessions came from the Government's intervention and not from 

the employers. And 1889 and 1905 were far from typical of miners 1 

strikes: the repeated strikes of the early 1890's resulted in repeated 

defeats which achieved nothing, led-to the sacking of activists and 

played an important part in the almost complete collapse of the newly 

founded union. Historically, the union had evolved as an attempt to 

transcend the fragile or non-existent solidarity of mining strikes and 

to find a more secure basis for effective solidarity. If Hue and other 

union leaders hoped for too much from the simple fact of organisation, 

critics who wanted a more militant policy overlooked the extreme danger 

that this policy involved of defeats and perhaps even collapse of the 

entire movement, as occurred in the mid-1890's and threatened to recur 

after the abortive 1912 strike.

The Social Democratic Party

The trade unions were one very important aspect of the organised labour 

movement; the other was the purely political organisation, in particular 

the SPD which tried to appeal on the basis of class, to workers qua 

workers, and to build the class conflict endemic in industrial life into 

a coherent and powerful political force.

Destdte the optimistic cement of Friedrich En-els that the miners 

belonged "potentially and necessarily" to social democracy, the SFD faced
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an uohill battle in the Ruhr. ~7e have already noted the 

uncompromising hostility to "atheistic" social denocracy expressed by 

both the Catholic and Protestant Churches and their powerful worl-eing 

class organisations. Politically, the Protestant Church and most of 

the employers in the eastern Ruhr supported the National Liberal party, and 

political Catholicism was expressed through the Centre party. Reichstag 

elections in the Bochum Reichstagswahlkreis were dominated throughout the 

18?0 J s and 1880's by the Centre and various liberal parties (the National 

Liberal party itself only appeared on the scene in the 1 88U election).

The Liberal candidate won in every election in these years except 1881,

2 when von Schorlemer-Alst won the seat for the Centre. The SPD in

contrast, was very weak. SPD candidates stood in Eochum in 1 8?U, 1 877

and 18?8, but won only 1.5 per cent, 5.1 per cent and 2.2 per cent of the
o

poll. 1878 saw anti-socialist legislation and strong measures against

socialist sympathisers. At the Government's prompting the Bochum 

Chamber of Commerce circularized the firms of the district:

"The undersigned Chamber of Commerce has noted with great satis­ 
faction that the management of the great industrial concerns of 
the Gelsenkirchen district and some individual employers in and 
around Bochum have determined to act strongly against the excesses 
of Social Democracy; and that they have resolved to threaten with 
dismissal those workers who continue to supoort it through 
subscription to socialist journals, attendance at socialist meetings 
and clubs and through financial contributions. As the representa­ 
tives of the general interest of trade and industry in the Bochum 
district, we regard it as our duty to give exolicit supDOrt to these 
measures against Social Democracy, and to urge all employers in our 
area to follow suit promptly". h

The imposition of the anti-socialist laws effectively prevented any 

sifmificant social democratic movement from raising its head. The only

1. ".vehler "Polen im Ruhrgebiet" p.h5l .

2. I Tettnann '..Utten in den Reichsta^swahlen p. 1 63.

3. ibid.

I. .::A, :i2 1076, RES to employers 16.6.1878; Handelsministeriur. Berlin to 
HO 13.6.1878.
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public platform open was through Reichstag elections, and in Bochun 

there was no SPD candidate in either 1881 or 1881;. In 188? an SPD 

candidate stood, but won only 2.1 per cent of the vote.

Just as the 1889 strike led to the birth of the trade union movement, 

so it gave a great boost to the SPD. Many social democrats had played 

an active part in the strike and had won credibility as spokesmen for 

the miners' interests. In the Reichstag elections of February 1890 

(when the anti-socialist law was still in force) prominent miners'
t

leaders including Schrttder, Siegel and lleyer stood as SPD candidates. 

The national liberals, in contrast, were indentified as the employers' 

party: during the strike Berger, the relatively progressive National 

Liberal representative for Bochun in the Prussian Landtag^had declared:

"....as far as I am concerned, I stand before your High Court today as
2counsel for the defendant, the mine owners". The National Liberal

candidate in Bochum, Hermann IHillensiefen, was a factory owner. In the 

vote the SPD for the first time won a significant proportion of the vote: 

nearly 1 5 per cent in Bochum. The run-off between Centre and National 

Liberals saw a narrow Centre Party victory.

A by-election at the end of the same year, following the resignation of 

the Centre victor through ill-health, allowed the newly legalized SPD to 

consolidate its advance. August Bebel came to speak, and 6,000 heard

1 . Nettmann '.Itten in den Reichstartswahlen p. 163.

2. ibid, p.107.

3» ibid, p.163.
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him denounce the German Reich as a class state because it laid all the 

burdens on the poor; he denounced food taxes, and described the 

National Liberal party as "the party par excellence of capitalism, of 

the money bag". The SPD share of the vote rose to 20 per cent, but 

this time the National Liberals were able to defeat the Centre in the

run-off.

The next Reichstag election took place in 1893, at a time of economic 

depression and in the aftermath of the failed, strike of that year. 

Gustav Lehnann, the Bochum SPD candidate in this election as in former 

ones, was not himself a miner and concentrated in his speeches on

national issues such as the tariffs and the need for social legislation

3 to protect the workers. But the social democrat paper reminded the

voters of the events of the previous January:

"It was the National Liberals who drove you to strike, who scornfully 
rejected your just demands, or did not even answer them at all since 
they regard themselves as too superior to mix with the plebs, or the 
'mob 1 as they call you. It was National liberals who summoned 
gendarmes and the military, even though you had only made use of a 
legally guaranteed right; it was National Liberals who demanded that 
the ring leaders be thrown in jail without any legal process, in 
disregard of the law; National Liberals threw thousands of fathers 
onto the street, giving them a lesson in hunger1 Did this happen to 
criminals? No, they were honest, honourable working men who turned 
to the final, desperate but fully legal weapon in order to secure a 
larger slice of bread and to help their brothers in the Saar. And 
National liberals threw them onto the street, unconcerned with their 
plight because these workers dared to question the idol of National 
Liberalism, the money bag.1 Workers] Give this insolence the answer 
it deserves tomorrow". h

1. IZF, Westfalische Freie Presse 13.12.1890.

2. Nettmann Witten in den Reichsta^swahlen p.163.

3. IZF, Rheinisch-Jestfalische Arbeiter Zeitung 31.5.1893; 3.6.1893; 
6.6.1B93;

h. ibid. 1U.6.1893.
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The SPD vote rose substantially: from 20.2 per cent of the votes cast 

to 29.6 per cent. This was not quite sufficient to push the Centre 

Party into third place 3 and in the run-off the Centre defeated the 

national Liberals.

In less than four years the SPD had thus grown from a small mi
nority 

party to a serious challenger, with almost a third of the vote
 in the 

first round and a real chance of reaching the run-off. In large part 

this was a reflection of the perennial industrial conflict of 
those

*

years and the party's ability to project itself as a spokesm
an of the 

workers. Already, however, the SPD had virtually reached its peak. 

In the renaining four elections before the outbreak of the wa
r the party 

saw relatively little progress. In 1898, indeed, the SFD's share of 

the vote dropped to 26.7 per cent, despite concern that the Government

planned to curtail the rights of assembly and association, a
nd even to

o
abolish universal suffrage for Reichstag elections. In 1903 Otto Hue

was adopted as the SPD candidate in Bochum: his popularity played an 

important part in the rise of the party's share of the vote t
o 35.£ per 

cent. The apper:rance of a separate Polish nationalist partjr in this
 

election took votes from the Centre Party, who now fell into 
third place. 

In the run-off ITue for the SPD narrowly defeated the national
 liberal 

candidate and for the first time Bochum sent a Social Democra
t to the 

Heichsta^.

1 . Nettnann '.7itten in den Reichsta^swahlen p. 163.

2. IZF, Deutscher Berg- und Hiitteriarbeiter Zeitung li.6.1898; PJieinisch- 

'.Jestfalische Arbeiter Zeitung 1h.6.'l898. ~"——————

3. Ilettnann 'Jitten in den Reichstaqswahlen p. 163.
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In 1907 Hue's success wa s repeated, although his vote in the first 

round fell to 32.8 per cent. In 1912 the SPD's share of the first 

ballot rose to 36.9 per cent, but an electoral pact between the National 

Liberals and the Centre ensured that in the run-off Centre votes were 

put behind the national Liberal candidate, who therefore won comfortably. 

Despite the growth of SPD votes in the first round, the seat was thus 

lost.

Despite the fact that the SPD held the Reichstag seat for Bochum from
*

1903 to 1912, its underlying position had therefore advanced very little 

since 1893. The party continued to win only around a third of the first 

ballot - the best neasure of its underlying appeal. The appearance of 

the Polish nationalists sufficiently weakened the Centre Party to ensure 

that the SPD would almost certainly get through to the run-off, but its

fortunes at that stage depended on how Centre and Polish supporters then

2 cast their votes. In 1903 and 1907 the Centre gave its supporters a

free choice, while the Poles supported the SPD; but the essential 

fragility cf the social democrat position was amply demonstrated in 1912 

Tihen the Centre threw its weight behind the National Liberals who there­ 

fore won the run-off. (The same happened in Duisburg).

The failure of the SPD to win more than around a third of the pODular 

vote was not limited to Fochura. In the Regi errm g s -Be z irk Arnsberg, 

which included most of the eastern 3uhr (including Dortrrund and Eochun),

1 . ibid.

2. If the Centre and Polish voters had combined in the first ballot, 
they would have beaten the national liberals into third place in 
1903 and 1912, and the SPD in 1907. So at least two of" these 
results would have been different.
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the party won 22 per cent of the vote in 1898, 30 per cent in 1903 and 

1907 and 3U per cent in 1912; in Regierungs-Bezirk Dlisseldorf, which 

covered the western Ruhr, the proportion stood at 22 per cent in 1898, 

32 per cent in 1903, 30 per cent in 190? and 3U.5 per cent in 1912.

Party membership represented another index of the SPD's appeal to the 

workers. It is virtually impossible to calculate the partj^'s member­ 

ship before 1906, since it was only"in that year that a firm organisation­ 

al structure was established, covering an agreed geographical area (the 

Reichstan;swahlkreis) and providing a clear criterion of what constituted 

party membership. The newly formed party organisation for the Bochum 

Rei chstagswahlkreis in January 1906 had 1,500 members, but within rionths 

this had grown to 2,552. KembershiD continued to grow until 1910 when 

it stood at 6,763, but then fluctuated below this level, with a low of 

5,820 in 1913. This was in a district where in1912 162,995 people were 

eligible to vote - and that did not include women, who by this time were 

able to .join the party. Even amongst SPD voters the proportion who were 

party members was particularly low: in 1907 party members represented 

11.2 per cent of SPD voters in Bochum (in neighbouring Dortmund the 

figure was 1 5 per cent) compared with an average in the nation as a whole 

of 16.5 per cent. In 1912 party members represented 11.9 per cent of

SPD voters in Bochum (19 per cent in Dortmund) compared with a national
2 average of 22.8 per cent.

1. K. Koszyk "Die sozialdenokratische Arbeiterbewegung 1890 bis 191k" in 
Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegung.

2. 1ZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 19.11.1907, 3.10.1911, li.7.191li.
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The Ruhr Has an overtme1mingly ~mrking-class society, and the SPD 

stood openl;r as the uorl~ers' part~,"'. As Gustav Iehrna.l1I1, the party's 

Eochum caP-didate in Most elections before 1903, declared at an election 

meeting in 1898: "Only the social denocrats strive for an inprovement 

ir.. the position of t:1C ::orkers ; it is therefore also the duty of every 

:'orker to :;ive his vote tc social democrat candidates".' Yet very many 

lrorkers failed to heed his call. On the eve of I-Tar the SPD leaders for 

the eastern Ruhr S1.l.r.1171ed up their failure: 

"It is deeply sad that our pO't-l'erful industrial district, Hhere one 
ui t lies right by the ne:;..'t, uhere one foundry and one factory 
borders on the next, 1-mere the land is covered with thousal1ds of 
chinmeys and Hhere a ,·rorldng class numbering hundreds of thousal1ds 
slaves and i-rears itself dOlm for miserly lvages in these enorr:lOUS 
'-!ork places, sends to Parliament men 1.n10 are either the direct 
representatives of Cauital, or are 'lTorkers' representatives' like 
Giesbarts and Brust I-Centre 7 and not true representatives of the 
Horkers, social democrats. -The mass of the people here are still 
very uneiightened and po Ii tically baclGTard. They stand aside from 
the struggles for justice and freedom fought by the class-conscious 
proletariat". 2 

The reasons for the social democrats failure to van Hider support are 

not hard to see. One problem imich affected the party in co::mnon ,d. th 

other organisations uas simply the high mobility of the area. Eax 

K8nig, the party's organiser for the eastern Ruhr, saw the "enormous 

fluctuation" in the district as one of the main problems for the party's 

recruiting efforts. 3 IDcal branches suffered nhen the main personalities 

or officers left to Horle elseuhere. The high turnover of local leaders 

is illustrated by the regular reports of local government officials on 

1. Hittener Tageblatt 6.6.1898, quoted in Hettmann Uitten in den 
ReichstagsvTahlen p.1 34. 

2. IZF, l~beiter Zeitung 11.7.191u. 

3. IZF, l~be;ter Zeitung 13.12.1909. 
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the party's "agitators" in their areas. Of 1 2k named "agitators" in 

'.Tietmar, Herne and Harpen who were active between the years 1896 and 

1 912; appreciabljr f ewer than half were reported as playing an active 

role in the area for more than two years. Table 20 shows the number 

of activists and the number of years in which they were named as 

"agitators" in their area:

Table 20 "Socialist agitators" in"TTeitmar, Herne and Harpen 1896-1912.

ITo. of years in which No. of activists in:
reported active TJeitmar Herne Haroen* Total

1 -2 years
34i
5-6
7-8
9+

w
12

9
5
2

20

7
1
-
_

11
5
3
3
5

72
2k

13
8
7

There were a number of reasons, of course, why a man who had once 

Dlayed a leading role in a locality mi-ht cease to do so. But whatever 

the reason, such a fluctuation of local leaders inevitably weakened the 

party (and for that matter, the trade unions). In Kerne in 1899, for 

instance, four leading socialist agitators were mentioned: of the four, 

one lived in Bochum and the other three had only moved to Herne in the 

previous year. Indeed, one of these three, a Catholic joiner named

Tudwig Kostrop, having moved from Essen to Herne in October 1898 then

2 left for Recklinghausen in I larch 1G99. The potential damage from the

loss of a local leader was illustrated when Touis Jager left Ueitmar for

1. StAB, U79, U8C, Ii83, U8L.

2. StAB, h79, Amt Herne to KLB 20.3.1899.
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Gelsenkirchen in 1909:

"One can see a standstill, if not even a step backwards, in the 
social democratic movement. Since the area organiser (BezirksleiterJ 
louis Jager left here some three months ago for Gelsenkirchen there 
have been no public political meetings at Schrtfder's inn. Jager was 
the heart of the agitation and a fluent speaker. He knew how to 
attract the working masses to him and was a zealous propagandist lor 
his party". 1

Two years later still no-one had stepped into Jager's shoes in Weitmar:

"There are no good speakers who can attract the working masses; as a

,,2
result the social democratic movement was not conspicuous.

High turnover was not United to the party's activists: it was also an 

important characteristic of the ordinary members. The scale of the 

turnover within the party is illustrated by comparing the number of new 

admissions with the total number of party members:

Q
Table 21 SPD members., Reichstagswahlkreis Bo chum, 1910-191U.

Year

1910

1911

1912

1913

191 h

The annual total of party members thus concealed a vast turnover. Each 

year around a thirr of the party's men-ership "ao replaced by new ncn

New members

2,215

2,^60

2,298
1,106

2,^25

Total membership

6,763

6,325

6,368

5,820

6,598

Net increase over previous
year

973
-U38

U3
-5U8
778

1. SUB, licl, Arat 'veitpiar to KLB 13.8.1909.

2. SUB, Ii32, AjTb Weitmar to KU3 D...8.1911.

3. IZF, ,^rbeiter Zeifaji^ h.7.
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It was a pattern common to Dortmund and Recklinghausen too, and Kflnig 

estimated in 19Dj that there had, at least on paper,been a complete 

turnover of members in the eastern Ihihr, over the previous three years.

Even after the repeal of the anti-socialist law in 1890, the SPD

continued to face serious harrassment, which further limited the party's

p ability to organise and agitate effectively. Party journalists were

repeatedly fined and imprisoned for liheir "defamatory" and "libellous"

3 articles. Petty regulations were enforced rigorously, on pain of
A

fines: in 1902 two members of the Bochum party executive were fined for 

not registering the death of a member within three days. The Alter 

Verband suffered from similar petty harrassment: in the same year the 

police prevented the union's Hattingen and Steele branches from allowing 

women in to their annual social event. One particular problem which 

seriously affected both the party and the union was the lack of suitable 

rooms for meetings. Meetings were generally held in inns, but landlords 

were pressured by police (who might impose a ban on drink sales while an 

SPD meeting was in progress), or by other customers, not to let their 

rooms to the social democrats; the union or party might respond with a 

boycott of the offending inn, and with efforts to cultivate or create 

"party" bars. During elections it was sometimes impossible for the

1. ibid.

2. For a general treatment of harrassment of the SPD, see Hall Scandal,
sensation and social democracy. See also Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus p.128

3. K. Koszyk Anfan^e und frtlhe Bntwicklun^ der sozialdemokratischen Fresse 
im Huhrgebiet (Dortmund, 1953) pp.166-1 67.

h. IZF, Volksblatt 3.7.1902.

5. IGB3, AI 15, Alter Verband Jahresbericht 1902.

6. IZF, Deutsche Bergarbeiterzeitung 28.6.1902; IISG, Volksblatt 6.11.1907.
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party to hold meetings in some localities. In 1911, when the party's 

biennial congress for the West Westphalia district was held in Bochuri, 

the Fochum chairman had to apologise to the delegates and explain that 

there was no meeting room available to the party in the town. 1

The greatest obstacle to the SPD, however, was the strong link between 

politics and religion in the area, and the hostility which the party's 

alleged atheism aroused. We have already seen that the SPD showed 

some ambiguity in its attitude towards religion. In principle,
*

religion was a private matter, to which the party was indifferent. In 

his 1S90 Bochum speech August Bebel declared that although himself an 

atheist, he believed in religious freedom for all and had opposed the 

expulsion of the Jesuits from Germany; social democracy was, he claimed, 

more tolerant in this matter than the other parties. 2 In 1893 the 

party paper assured its readers that the party was not opposed to 

religion as such: everyone was free to believe what he wished.^ Never­ 

theless, social democratic hostility towards religion and the Churches 

was sometimes apparent. In 1890 it was reported that the party was 

attempting to weaken the Catholic Church's influence, particularly among 

the worker's wives, but that the latter were throwing the party's news­ 

papers out of their homes! l Intermittent campaigns to persuade people 

to leave the Churches took place in HBrde in 1 905>-6, in Gelsenkirchen in

1. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 30.10.1911.

2. IZF, Westfalische Freie Presse 30.12.1890.

3. IZF, Hheinisch-Westfalische Arbeiter Zeitung 1h.6.1893.

k. STA~;, Gberprasidium 269h Bd.1, RPA to Kinister den Innern 2li.12.1890,
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1907, and in Iveitmar and Langendreer in 1910. In any case, mere 

religions toleration was insufficient to reassure those churchmen and 

religious activists who felt that political and social bodies should 

have a positive denominational commitment. The religious barrier was 

not simply an ideological question: as we have seen, religious 

loyalties and religious organisations formed the basis of the cornnunity 

and of the social life of many workers in the district. The SPD could 

and did rival the Churches and the nationalists with its own plethora of 

clubs (singing, cultural, snorting etc), its newspapers, its educational 

activities and its social life, but it remained only one among a number 

of competing and mutually exclusive "sub-cultures".

The SPD thus faced powerful and deeply entrenched opposition. Pastors 

and priests openly intervened in elections, and the resources of the 

denominational workers' organisations were thrown behind the Centre 

and ITational liberal parties. Catholic voters were assured that "social

democrats want to rob us of our religion so as to use us more surely for

2 their ends". Hermann Franken, chairman of the Protestant Workers 1

Clubs, was National liberal candidate in Bochum in 1898 and 1903* and 

based his appeal largely on his religious affiliations: ":Jhat has every

Protestant and patriotic worker to do on 16 June"'" asked the '.Jittener

3
Zeitung in 1898, and answered that he should vote for Franken. The

clubs themselves appealed: "Protestant voters! You must not allow an

1. See chapter 3 above.

2. T.7ittener Voiles zeitung 16.6.1898, quoted in Hettmann Witter, in den 
Reichstag swahlen p

3. IZF, Hheinisch--.Testfalische Arbeiter-Zeitttng 8.6.1898.
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unbelieving and unpatriotic social democrat, nor an anti-Protestant 

ultramontane, to win the victory... .Every Protestant -worker must be an 

agitator". Finally, the vast majority of Polish workers showed, them­ 

selves opposed to the SPD not only for its German domination, but for 

its (atheistic) socialist ideology: even the purely Polish social

democratic party (PFS), -which operated in the Ruhr from 1898 independently

2of the SPD, failed to gain more than a small number of supporters.

In addition to accusations of hostility towards religion, the SPD had to 

face claims that it was unpatriotic and that it wished to confiscate 

private property. Here again the party could claim that it had been 

misunderstood and that its opponents were using such questions to hide 

the real issue from the voters. Nevertheless, there can be little 

doubt that such accusations played an important part in -withholding 

working class support from the SPD. Even one of the party's stronger 

appeals - its continued opposition to the food taxes - may actually have 

cost it some support in a iTorking class conrmmity with such strong and 

recent rural links as those enjoyed by many Ruhr -rorkers. It is 

impossible to determine exactly how much supoort was alienated from the 

party through such issues; but they did mean that on important issues 

the SPD was largely on the defensive and was forced to try to explain its 

•oolicies before a sustricious or hostile tmblic.

1. 'Jlttener Zeitung 6.6.1898, quoted, in llettmann Uitten in den 
Reichstag;swahlen pp. 135-136.

2. I'ehler "Polen in Ruhrgebiet" p.!t52; the PPS never won more than 
300 members in the Ruhr.
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The inability of the SPD to win the support of more than around a third 

of the electors in the Ruhr did not mean, however, that class was an 

unimportant element in political life there. It is not our purpose to 

trace the internal history of the Centre and National Liberal parties, 

but it is clear that they were increasingly faced with the necessity of 

recognising and even trying to meet the aspirations of miners and other 

workers in order to maintain their electoral appeal. There was, as we 

have seen, a strong tradition of social concern within the Catholic 

Church and the Centre party in the Ruhr: the identification of 

Protestantism with the employers of the region facilitated the Centre's 

ability to speak convincingly for workers here (although elsewhere in 

Germany, including the mining districts of Silesia, Catholicism was also 

the religion of the employers). The party's hierarchy was not always 

enthusiastic to espouse the essentially class-based interests of the 

miners: in the 1870's divisions within the party in Essen resulted in a 

workers' candidate standing against the official party candidate in the 

1 8?7 Reichstag election; the unofficial candidate won. In the 1881 

Reichstag by-election in Bochum the aristocratic Centre party candidate, 

Freiherr von Schorlemer-Alst, appealed direct^ to the class interest of 

the workers:

"'Jorkers! Show at the election on 8 November that you wish to be 
treated in a Christian manner,....that when it is maintained that 
wages have generally risen by 15> per cent you also want to see some­ 
thing of this 15 per cent. At the large factories and mines you 
have experienced nothing of better wages; when you have earned 
something nore you have had to work longer for it and sweat more, 
while those who now flatter you and try to win you for Dr. L8we 
/"progressive 7 quietly pocket the biggest return". 2

1. See chapter 3 above.

2. G. Zehnter "Sie Vertraten "^ochnm in Reichstag" >n Rrihr-: Tachr:.chten 
12,13.8.1961.
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Von Schorlemer-Alst iron, and in the next year showed his sympathy Trith 

miners' concerns in a vigorous and widely reported attack in the Reichstag 

on the mine owners. He sharply criticized the pressure exerted on miners 

to work overtime, deductions from wages, fines and the wage statistics 

which, he maintained, failed to nake proper allowance for overtime worked 

and for officials' salaries. The speech caused sharp controversy and 

was roundly criticized by the (national Liberal) employers 1 spokesmen, 

but strengthened the claim of the Centre party to be a true champion of 

the miners 1 interests.
t

Tattle riore was heard from von Schorlemer in the following years, 

although Catholics and Centre supporters such as Tambert Lensing 

(editor of Tremonia in Dortmund) and Johannes Pussangel were active in 

the miners' movement in the Ruhr. Conflict within the Centre party on 

class lines reappeared in the aftermath of the 1889 strike. The 

selection of a candidate in Bo chum in February 1890, the first subsequent 

Reichstag election, proved to be difficult; Walter, a Gelsenkirchen 

party delegate, commented: "One must fear that if a miner is not 

nominated as candidate many miners will go with the social democrats on 

20 February", and Bauer (a prominent figure during the strike in "tfeitmar 

and subsequently sacked, from Karl Friedrich) criticized von Schorlemer's

support for grain tariffs and commented: "A large estate owner can never

2 qualify as a miners' representative". A meeting in Bochum, attended by

3,000 people, nominated a miner as candidate, but five days later,, after

1. Kirchhoff Sozialpolitik p.33; Tenfelde Sozialgeschichte p. 
H.O. Kemner "Die Bergarbeiterbewegung in Ruhrgebiet unter dem 
Sozialistengesetz" in Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegun^ p.103.

2. StAB, I;a>:d.scher Sprecher U.2.1890.
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von Schorlemer had avoided answering questions from party workers 

about his attitude to the miners 1 movement because of influenza, a 

meeting of party delegates readopted him as candidate for Eochun. 

Subsequently von Schorlemer explained, "I mil always intercede for 

the workers with the aim of achieving good harmony between employers 

and employees, on the basis of legal regulation of workers' representa­ 

tion, of their rights and of workers 1 protection such as the arbitration
r~)

courts and conciliation offices". "-This explanation encapsulated the 

common Centre party approach; the aim was to achieve fair treatment for
*

workers and involved concessions from both sides; if necessary fairness 

should be imposed by Government intervention, and the party was proud of 

its support for legal measures designed to protect workers from the 

arbitrary acts of their employers. The new Centre candidate in December 

1890, following von Schorlemer^ resignation on grounds of ill-health, 

was the mayor of Gelsenlcirchen, named Vattmann, who had already undergone 

a disciplinary procedure for providing von Schorlemer with confidential 

materials for the preparation of his 1 882 speech, and had subsequently 

expressed public support for von Schorlemer l s conclusions in his annual 

report. Despite this show of sympathy and support for the miners, how­ 

ever, the nain thrust of Centre party policy was to stress the need for 

harmony between classes, not conflict. Vattmann maintained in 1882 that 

it was only at a minority of pits that conditions were bad. And in 

1 890 he was presented as a man who coiild speak not just for the miners 

but for all social groups:

1 * ibid. 7.2.1890.

2. ibid. 12.2.1890.

3. Kirchhoff Sozialpplltik pp.3h-35,
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"As mayor of Gelsenkirchen he knows the needs of every rank /"Stand 7 
and every occupational group; he knows where the artisan s snoe 
pinches, the problems of the countryman, what is necessary_ for tne 
protection of our homeland's industry,- and he knows especially now 
things are for the working class and what is possible and necessary 
to improve their social situation. The Centre party's election 
committee could therefore not have found another man able to oner 
better guarantees that he will not represent a single class or a 
single calling in the Reichstag but rather will represent the 
community and every single individual". 1

The Centre party was thus pulled in two directions, between the party 

establishment who stressed the ultimate aim of harmony in social 

relations, and the radicals who wanted a less equivopal support for the 

miners. But either way the party included a direct appeal to Catholic 

miners: perhaps the pressure from the radicals forced the party 

establishment to go further than they might have wanted. In 1893 the 

original Bochum candidate was compelled to -withdraw in the face of 

protests that he was a factory owner. And in 1903 the party finally 

put forward a miner as candidate for this overwhelmingly working class 

seat.

If both the SPD and the Centre party could plausibly claim to stand 

in the interests of working class people, was there a basis for 

co-operation between them against the National Liberals, "the party.... 

of the money bags"? Did class unity begin to overcome sectarian 

division in politics? An indication is provided by the run-offs of 

Reichstag elections, when the supporters of the party knocked out of 

the first round had to choose between the other two, or abstain. In 

both 1893 and 1898 SPD voters were forced to choose between the Centre

1. IZF, l^einonia llr.28h, quoted in Westfalische Freie Presse 13.12.1890.
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and the National liberals. In 1893 the SPD denounced both candidates 

as "the representatives of two reactionary parties" and urged their 

members to abstain. Very few listened to the advice: the run-off 

saw an increased total vote, with former SPD voters voting by two-thirds 

to one-third for the Centre. In 1898, however, despite support in the 

run-off for the Centre by Franz Pokorny, a leading social democrat and 

miners' leader in Gelsenkirchen, around two-thirds of SPD voters in 

the first round supported the National Liberals in the second: in part, 

perhaps, a reflection of the reduction in industrial conflict and the 

improved economic climate since the early 1890*3$ but also, no doubt, 

the result of the strong appeal to Protestant feeling which the National 

Liberals made on this occasion.

The 1903 election was the first in which the Centre, largely because of 

the appearance of a separate Polish candidate, failed to reach the run­ 

off. In this and subsequent elections Centre supporters and Polish 

nationalists were compelled to choose between the SPD and the National 

Liberals. In 1903 the Poles came out in support of Hue, but the Centre 

advised its supporters not to vote for the SPD. The SPD was able to 

exploit the fact that Hermann Pranken - the National Liberal candidate - 

was a strong Protestant to appeal to the Catholic voters: a poem on

this theme by Pussangel was circulated as a campaign broadsheet by the
p SPD. Nevertheless, in the vote almost a third of former Centre and

Polish voters abstained, the same proportion voted SPD, while over forty

1. IZF, Rheinisch-Westfalische Arbeiter Zeitung 21.6.1893.

2. STAi:, RA I 96, Extra-Abzuft 25.6.1903.
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per cent voted for the National Liberal candidate. The increase in 

the SPD vote was enough, however, to give them their first victory in 

Bochum. In the 190? run-off the Poles again supported the SPD, 

while the Centre gave their inembers a free choice. This time 

approaching half of their first round voters supported the SPD, under 

hO per cent voted for the National Liberals, and only 1li per cent 

abstained. Once again, the SPD finished as winner with the help of 

these votes.

The social democrats tried to develop this trend further in the run-off 

of the Prussian Landtag election of 1908. This time, because of the 

3-class voting system, the SPD was in third place and had to decide what 

to do in the run-off. In Bo chum the party gave its support to the 

Centre, who accordingly won. The decision was criticized by some 

within the SPD, particularly in Essen, who maintained that else—here the 

Centre had failed to support SPD candidates and that the Centre rather

han the National liberals now constituted the main OTyoosition to the

SFD in the liuhr. The Bochum party paper replied that the Centre had

done all they could for the social democrats, and that they were clearly

p 
the lesser of two evils." The Bochum party secretary defended the

decision on the cane grounds:

1. After the election Hue claimed: "In the run-off the predominantly 
Catholic places in the northern half of the district gave us the 
victory. The Catholic workers came over to social democracy en 
macse"'. StAB, W30, RPA to I inistcr des Innem, 8.12.1903.

2. IISG, Vollcsblatt 18,20,22.6.1908.



"IT,1 Jo-one thinks that the Centre is more reliable than the national 
liberals; the aim was rather to oust the capitalists' party fron 
their dominant position in the Schr, and secondly to take from the 
Centre any weapon for agitation against us. We were fighting 
honourably for a better franchise, and could not therefore allow an 
outspoken opponent of the franchise to have the mandate". 1

There was thus in these years some sign of rapprochement between the
^ 2
SFD and the Centre and Polish nationalist supporters. The

politicians were in part building on the solidarity shown in the 1905 

strike and continued on an organisational level subsequently by the 

"Commission of Seven", in which all four miners' unions were 

represented. But, again like inter-union co-operation, these attempts 

at class unity collapsed in disarray in the final years before the war. 

This was largely a consequence of the tactical rightwards shift in the 

Centre's.national position after 1909, and their alliance with the 

Conservatives. As a result they were bitterly attacked for supporting 

the tariffs which were held to be responsible for the rising food 

r> rices in 1911 and 1912. Hue published, a leaflet in December 1911, 

attaclcinr; the Centre sharply for its new-found enthusiasm for tariffs. 

Only the rich industrialists and the better-off farmers benefitted from 

them, he argued, not the small peasants in whose name the Centre some-

1. STAi;, RA I 100, Voll-blatt 25,26.8.1908. The position adopted by 
the SFD in Ilssen reflected the Centre's dominance there. It may 
have aroused at least sorie sympathy in P-ochun too: in 190£ Hue 
had surges tec", that the "ational liberals ^ere already defeated and 
that the nain oD^onent was the Centre. IZF, Arbeiter ZeitimE 
13,1H,1P.11.190"5; see also StAB, h7°, '.Jestfalischer Volks-Calendar 
1900.

2. In local elections in "'ochum the Centre and I rational liberals -united 
against the SPD in 1907, but the alliance broke up in the following 
years. In 1912, however, fear of the SPD drove then together again, 
Crew Industry and Comr.mnity p.1li9.
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times claimed to speak, and certainly not the workers. The Eergar-
o

beiter Zeitung also denounced "the clerical and conservative taxers".

The Centre this time fought bitterly against the SPD in the election 

run-off. The announcement of a pact between Centre and National 

Liberals, in which Centre candidates would be supported in Essen, 

Dortmund and, less formally, in DUsseldorf, while National Liberal 

candidates would receive joint support in Duisburg and Bochum, was 

enthusiastically welcomed at a Bochum meeting of 1,000 Centre activists.
t

leading Centre figures appeared on National Liberal platforms: on one 

the Bochum Centre candidate, Professor Weskamp, denounced social 

democracy as "the common enemy" and described the SPD as a revolutionary 

party, opposed both to Fatherland and God. The Bergknappe, organ of 

the Gewerkverein, attacked Hue:

"Down with the social democracy... .especially in the Bochum 
Wahlkreisl As is well known, Otto Hue is standing there in the 
run-off - the most spiteful and dishonourable opponent of our 
movement. His attacks en us are well known. For almost two 
decades he has fought, mistrusted and abused our movement. At 
first it was for him a ' still -born child 1 . Then he accused it 
of being an ultramontane foundation, an employers' gang, a company 
union. For years the union T s members were abused in Hue's paper, 
the Bergarbeiter Zeitung, in the most malicious manner as company 
unionists. Even when the 190£ strike had palpably and clearly 
proved that such descriptions were unjustified and untrue, they 
did not cease. Hue deliberately cultivated the present dominant 
spirit within the social democratic union, the spirit of hatred 
against the Christians, and thus created extensive bitterness and 
upset the work for economic improvement of the miners' lot. "What 
must now be done is to return to this enemy of our movement the 
malicious smears and his damage to the workers. That is the

1. 0. Hue Die Verteuerung der Lebensmittel und ihre Ursachen (Bochum, 1911)

2. IGBE, Deutsche Bergarbeiter Zeitung 6.1.1912.

3. StAB. Karkischer Sprecher 20.1.1912.

lu ibid. 22.1.1912.
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honourable course for every Christian unionist. : To-one mist 
stay away from the pollj ISveryone must be an agitator against 
our enemy 1

Down Tjith every social democrat! 
But above all, down uith HueJ" 1

Both the party establishment and the radical wing thus combined in a 

virulent canpaign against the social democrats. The Poles were
/")

advised this time to abstain. Worse was to come on the eve of the 

poll, when rumours spread that the socialists had scrawled "Vote Hue" 

slogans and had left human excrement" in the main Catholic church in 

Bochun, one much used by Poles. A subsequent SPD enquiry revealed
*

that some excrement had in fact been left in the church, and that 

"Vote Ctto Hue" had been written on a chair, but found no evidence that 

the party was responsible; it is certainly more probable that such 

actions were part of an attempt to discredit the social democrats.

In the vote, former Centre party and Polish Nationalist voters divided 

by three to one in favour of the National Liberals, with very few 

abstentions, by far the most clear-cut decision on one side that they 

had yet taken. The 1 91 2 election thus marked the complete destruction 

of the former hopes of non-sectarian class unity between social 

democrats, Centre supporters and Polish nationalists. Sectarianism and 

hostility to social democracy triumphed. And the sta^e had been set 

for the even more bitter destruction of wor-rin^ class unity in the rincrs 1 

strike diich broke out onl" two nonths later aiic. which left a lasting

1 . IGIE, quoter! in Deutsche Bor,qarbeitcr Zer'.timg 2?. 1 .191 2.

2. ot-'-B, " 'arlcischer Sprccher 17.1 • 191 2.

3. IZF, Arbeitcr Zeitunr 2?.1.1912.



-3U7 -

•j 
legacy of hatred and division between miners.

Part of the reason for the failure to achieve co-operation between the 

Centre and the social democrats on the basis of common support for 

workers 1 interests, was that they were not the only parties which 

enjoyed significant worldLng class support. Almost all Poles in the 

area were world.ng people, and the Polish nationalists were thus a 

working class party, at least in the Ruhr. But even the national 

Liberals "the party of the factory Junkers, of the coal barons and

iron 3lings, the main representative of large Capital and serving its

2interests", as the SPD described it in 1900 - relied heavily on work­ 

ing class support. Some of this support was due to pressure on 

employees: in 1882 the Centre party accused employers in Bochum of 

distributing national liberal election propaganda end encouraging mine 

officials to ensure that workers under their supervision voted the 

right way; afterwards, men who were thought to have ignored the advice 

were sacked. In 1898 foremen from the Tfestfaiische Stahlwerke were 

specifically invited to a National Liberal meeting, presumably so that 

they should encourage their workers to support the party; on polling 

day at least one pit manager was involved in the distribution of 

1'ational Liberal propaganda, and Hermann FrarJcen, the party's factory

1. The SPD attributed its poor showing in the 1913 landtag elections in 
large part to legacy of the strike: "The great number of workers iriio 
through ignorance or malice did not join the 1912 strike, are no 
longer voters for us. They have been led to the Centre, through the 
Gewerlrverein, or to the national liberals through the yellow unions 11 . 
IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 10.7.191'u

2. StAB, hi 9, '• festf ali scher Voiles -Calendar 1900.

3. rdrchhoff Sozialnolitik p.3)u



owning candidate, was alleged to have sacked workers who exoressed anti 

ilational liberal sentiments. At the 1908 Landtag election an overman 

Friedrich der Grosse was reported to have repeatedly told the miners

2 that they should vote for those who gave them their bread. The 1913

Landtag election was known in Hamborn as the 'Schnapps -election" : 

miners from Deutscher Kaiser were marched down to the polling booths by 

their foremen, where they were met by company directors who dispensed
•D

Schnapps and urged them to vote ITatfonal Liberal.

Nevertheless, the national Liberals did not owe their continued ability 

to mobilize substantial nuribers of worlcing class votes solely to such 

crude pressures. They offered more positive attractions, appealing to 

workers' patriotism, Protestantism and sense of loyalty to employer and 

firm. The veterans' associations, which many workers were proud to 

join, were described by the Bochum Landrat as "a suitable means for the 

struggle against social democracy". The I'asurian immigrants, -who like 

the Poles had their own clubs and their own distinctive sub-culture 

within the district, but who in contrast to the Poles identified them­ 

selves strongly with the German state and emperor, were a further 

important bastion of the party: a special party paper was published

1. IZF, Hieinisch-Jestfallnche Arboiter Zeitunq 2li.6.1898, Da.6.1898.

2. JI3G, Volksblatt 23.6.1908.

3. Tucas Arbciterrarlikali-ZTUS D.136•

).i. 3TA1-, I'LA I 100, :.T L to rPA, 1.9.1PO". Cn the development of these 
bodies ir. the !>hr, see Tenfelde So-ial"• csc'.iichte D.3p1; Crew 
In£V^tr;r and Go:T!U-^ity pp. 1 3^-1 37.



for them and local party officers cultivated their support. Perhaps 

most irportant were the Protestant workers' clubs, to 7*iich we have 

already referred. Through these various bodies, the rational Liberals 

were able to appeal to many workers' basic loyalties and to 

their sense of communitv.
ts

The National Liberals also shoired themselves able to appeal, .at least 

on occasion, to more direct workers 1̂ " concerns. The most dramatic 

instance occurred in the Bochum by-election of December 1890. In the 

Pieichstag election earlier in the year, the first after the 1889 strike, 

both the Centre and the SPD had gained at the expense of the national 

liberals; in the December by-election Hermann Irttllensiefen, national 

liberal candidate and the owner of a glass factory, tried to retrieve 

the situation through an "elucidation" of his attitudes to the miners 1 

grievances:

"I bring my full sympathy to all efforts to improve the workers' 
lot - this is self-evident.

I agree *.:ith the miners 1 desire that the 8-hour shift should 
include -.rinding time, both in and out of the pit. I myself have 
for thirty years allowed our glass vessel makers to work only six 
hours, since they work in rooms which cannot be adequately 
ventilated....! agree with the miners' desire that higher wages 
should be paid for overtime, and that no one-sided pressure to work 
overtime should be exerted on the worker.

I agree with the miners' wish that those workers who were dismissed 
as a result of the miners' organisational efforts should be 
reinstated... /Jhen I have an opportunity to put in a word on behalf 
of these miners' concerns I will do so.

1. vJehlor "^olen im Ruhrgebiet" p.560 (footnote 8). Inquiries in 1908 
suggested that in the Bochum area the Ijasurians had not been 
particularly prominent politically or in industrial actions, but that 
while some supported the SPD and the Alter Verband, "by far the 
greatest proportion of the Kasurians living here belong to the 
national Liberal party". StAB, 1-81, /ant Bo chum II to^ILB 19.2.1908, 
and. reDorts from Tangendreer, "Jeme, "-Jeitnar and "ordel.
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i have already publicly indicated my support for conciliation 
offices and Tjorkers 1 cosnittees.

Similarly, I have already spoken for the maintenance of the
funds and agree that the administration should be as

sinple and cheap as possible and that the ijorkers should have full 
equality in its administration" . 1

This extraordinary statement - TThich certainly bore little relation to 

the policies and practices of the (mainly national Liberal) mine owners 

seems to have been successful, and llilllensiefen won the election 

comfortably. However, he spoke only once in the Reichstag, and his 

"elucidation" had no impact on the miners' conditions of work.
t

The internal conflicts within the party reappeared in the 1893 election, 

when the leaders of the Protestant workers' clubs threatened to put up 

their own candidate - Anton Fischer, a former miner - in opposition to 

the official party candidate. They were only dissuaded with a promise

that in future the clubs would be consulted before candidates were

2 selected. Dr. Haarman, mayor of IJitten and Reichstag deputy for

Bochum from 1 88h to 1890, was reselected. His campaign was based on 

appeals to patriotism: at stake was "the security of the country, both 

internally and externally"; the Bochumer Tageblatt accused the social 

democrats of being in receipt of French funds, and of wanting to hand 

back Alsace -lorraine. This appeal was insufficient to defeat the 

Centre in the run -off.

Protestantism and patriotism continued as the main themes of most

1. StAB, l.arkischer Sprecher 7.1.1891.

2. IZF, Rheinisch-T .'estfalische Arbeiter Zeituny l8,2li.5.1G93.

3- l&rlri-scher Sprecher 12.6.1893, emoted in G. Zehnter "Sie Vertraten 
Bochum" in Ruhr -Ilachri cht en 26.8.1961; IZF, Rheini sch -'. Jes tf £li c die 
Arbeiter Zeitiing 8.6.1893."
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national liberal campaigns. In 1912, however, they tried to boost 

their appeal to -workers further by selecting a working miner, Karl 

Heclonann, who was also a member of his Protestant workers' club. The 

SPD clained that Heclznann had blacklegged in 1905, but this was 

vigorously denied. Ileclnnann claimed that the tariffs were the basis 

of G-ernan prosperity and that more armaments - not less, as the social 

democrats clai:ieo. - were necessary. ~Jith the support of the Centre, 

Heclonann was returned to the Reichstag.

t

Class regained therefore just one issue amongst others in Reichstag 

elections. All the parties appealed -*ith considerable success to 

miners and T. rorl:ing class people. The Centre and the National Liberals 

- though ironically not the SPD - even put up miners as candidates. 

Despite all attempts to overcome it, denominational- loyalty remained a 

crucial political factor, and politics from 1893 onwards remained 

locked in a somewhat sterile 3-wa?/" division between social democrats, 

Centre and national liberals (with the Polish Nationalists weakening 

the Centre from 1903 onwards).

It is against this background that the cautious and non-radical 

political stance adopted by the SPD in Lochum, and more generally in 

the ~tuhr, needs to be seen. It has already been pointed out that the 

reformist approach adopted by the SPD nationally for most of the prewar 

period - and beyond - owed more to the caution of ordinary union and 

oarfcv leaders and members than to the work of "revisionist" intellectuals
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such as Ediiard Bernstein. IJowhere was this more true than in the 

eastern Ruhr, where the only notable party intellectual, Konrad 

Haenisch, was a radical and an isolated figure in the district. 

Perhaps the most articulate spokesman for the Party's practice was 

Otto Hue, but even he did not provide a systematic elucidation as he 

had for his approach to trade unionism in !Teutrale oder parteiische 

Gewerkschaf t en ?

Otto Hue attended the important SPD party congress in Dresden in 1903, 

-•There the efforts of the revisionists were roundly condemned and voted 

with the majority. The Bo chum party conference in October of that 

year passed a motion welcoming the fact that he had:

"Explicitly shown himself an opponent of efforts to divert our 
party from our party programme and to change our tactics towards 
the bourgeois groups....In the Ruhr too the most unsuitable 
grounds exist for such revisionism. Uith the brutal and vulgar 
resistance which the labour movement receives in the Ruhr, any 
of our party comrades who could be a revisionist would not have 
understood the ABC of class consciousness". 2

Nevertheless, despite this explicit rejection of "revisionism", Hue 

and the local t>arty adopted, a moderate and even (in SFD terms) right- 

wing stance on a range of issues. Earlier in 1903 Hue had tried to 

persuade miners in Stockum not to strike, in part by appealing to their 

loyalty to the state:

Ir-Je do not want a strike; we have the duty of calling to all 
miners - we must not see ourselves singly as miners, hut also as 
citizens of the state (Staatsbiirger). As such we should not 
embark on anything which will bring harm to the state". 3

1. See e.g. G. Flilberth "Zur Genese des Revisionisms in der deutschen 
Sozialdemolo-atie vor 191li" in Das Argument (l:arz 1971) pp. 1-21.

2. StAB, 1;80, RPA to Minister des Innern 8.12.1903.

3. STAI-I, RA I 96, Polizei Gelsenkirchen to RPA 17.8.1903.
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In 1905 he stressed at a local party conference that the scope for 

radicalism was very United in the Ruhr. The concentration of 

capital, and the power of the bosses, imposed severe constraints:

"There is no question of an individualist radicalism among us 
here in the Ruhr, because we are not the masters of the situation. 
The personal inclinations and the views of the individual play no 
role here, because we have to deal with facts which take 
precedence over the speculations of individuals". 1

The power of the employers was such that militant action, particularly 

in the work setting, could not be lightly undertaken. Hue clashed 

bitterly with the radicals within the SPD over the 190;? strike.
t

Konrad Ilaenisch, who edited the Dortmund party paper, argued in the 

I.eipaiger Volkszeitung in February 1905 that the strike had provided 

an opportunity to mobilise "the masses" in the Ruhr for the ;narty, and 

in particular to smash the anti-socialist Catholic organisations; only 

lack of leadership had prevented this. This viei-T was partially 

supported cy Ilarl Rautcky in !Tene Zeit, where he argued that the strike 

had beer, a defeat and that the unions should take a broader, nore 

political view of their actions. Hue attacked such views strongly,>

maintaining that they betrayed an ignorance of the true conditions in
pthe Ruhr. That year he ostentatiously declined to attend the Jena

party congress, where he knew he would be strongly criticized, on the 

pretext that he had to campaign in a Reichctag election in Rssen. 

Paul 'JoIf attended instead, and attempted to defend the rergarbeiter 

Zeitung from its radical critics; but he was frequently interrupted 

bv Rosa luxamburg and Konrad Maenisch. The tone of the clash between

1. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 13,1M5* 1 1.1905.

2. Iloch, rcrgarbeiterbewenninp; pp. 101 -1 Oli.

3. STAi:, Iii\ I 97, Polizei Comrissar Rochur. to RPA 1.10.1905.
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Hue's paper and the radicals is illustrated by an unsigned article in 

the Bergarbeiter Zeitung after the congress:

"Frau Rosa Luxemburg accused us at Jena of advising her to go to 
Russia to struggle Tjith the workers against the knout-regime 
instead of -writing 'revolutionary 1 articles from health resorts* 
Tne Pergarbeiter Zeitung did indeed write that, and correctly so. 
The Russian workers are bleeding, but great revolutionary 
theoreticians who play superficially with bloody revolution in 
their speeches and writings stay far from the fire. In Jena too 
Frau Rosa Luxemburg and those who think like her made speeches 
which dealt with blood and revolution. Sensible people tell 
themselves, 'Dogs which bark loudly, don't bite 1 ...... 1

On other issues too, Hue took issue with the radicals. He defended, 

for instance, the south German social democrats for their votes in 

support of Land budgets, and argued in 1908 that a situation might 

arise when the SPD in the Reichstag might be faced iTith a budget in\—t c_i •—

line with the party's tax Doliciec: " T.Jho among the people would under-

2 stand it if we rejected this in the final vote?" On militarism he

commented at a regional party conference:

"If I was a delegate at an international congress, I would have 
voted against the anti-militarism notion. I fundamentally reject 
anv concession to Herve. \Te see the practical conseouences ofCs —

Herve T s agitation in France. The entire workers' movement there 
hac only been hindered by this agitation. 1 Militarism is an 
international phenomenon. It T.-7ill not be swept from the T-iorld so 
quickly....One ought not to deceive oneelf about the significance 
of national feeling". 3

On the colonial issue too Hue took a far from radical line, although he 

was careful to clairi to be in line 7-*ith Bebel:

1. 1ZF, Eergarbeitcr ^eitimg 7.10.190^; StAB, HSO, HPA to :Minister des 
Jjmcrn 22.12.1?05. For the original article of Tiiich Luxemburg 
complained, see llettl Rosa Tuxeribivrg (paDerback edition) p.206. 
Rosa Luxemburg did indeed return to Russia shortly afterwards.

2. STAi;, RA I 100, Volksblatt 7,8.9.1908. Luckily for the SFD, -hen 
the issue did become a reality in 1909 it did not come to a vote. 
Schorske German Social Democracy pp. 156-162.

3. IZF, /-rbeiter Zeitung 16.12.190?.
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"Basingjnyself not on 1-Iaurenbrecher or Hildebrand but rather 
on 

Bebel, i can say that we social democrats are not fundamentally 

opposed to a colonial policy. We regard it as thoroughly 

necessary that new export markets and new sources of raw mate
rials 

must be opened up for industry, and that the backward areas m
ust 

be associated with general civilization (Kultur). But we are 

strict opponents of a Peters-st3rle colonial policy. We have 

fought that type of colonialism and we will continue to fight 
it. 

i know of not one of my colleagues in our Reichstag faction wh
o 

would consider giving up our colonies, in i?hich wealth worth m
any 

millions of marks has been created. As Bebel has explained, we 

will always support a colonial iDolicy which spreads culture a
nd 

civilization (Kultur). It is necessary to make this clear., 

because our opponents in the forthcoming Reichstag elections w
ill 

once again maintain that we are "fundamental opponents of all 

colonial efforts". 1

Hue's non-radical political stance embodied the political appr
oach 

adopted, by the SPD generally in the eastern Ruhr. The characteristic 

party tone was expressed by the Westfalische ?reie I^resse, in N
ovember 

1890, V1ust after the party's legalization. The paper explained that 

the partj" had "never" used the tern "revolution" in a sense im
plying 

the use of force: the party's principle was "revolutionary, ai;ning at 

fundamental changes in the state and society. Ar.d these changes 

should, not be achieved through a 'violent overthrow', but rath
er

tiirough organic development. We Imow that one cannot change society

2
overnight or through arbitrarily mounted acts of force". The call by

the radicals in 1905 for the political mass strike found almos
t no echo 

in the SPD in the area. The Dortmund SPD Reichstag deputy, Theodor 

Bttmelburg (leader of the building workers' union) vigorously d
enounced 

the idea at the Cologne trade union congress in i.ay 1905?. Haenisch 

felt so isolated that before the year was out he left Dortmund
 and went

1. ibid. 30.10.1911. Peters was a prominent and bloody colonial 

adventurer.

2. IZF, Westfalische Freie Presse 25.11.1890.
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to work in the more sympathetic radical atmosphere of the 

Vo.lkszeitn.nq. The opposition which he had faced came not just from 

the unions but also from local party leaders. 1

Political radicalism appears to have been a very weak and localized 

force in the Ruhr during the pre-war years. Konrad Haenisch returned 

to Dortmund, and under his editorship the Arbeiter Zeitung became one 

of the more radical party papers in Germany. Yet the shallot-mess of 

this was demonstrated in 1910 when Georg Beyer, one of the editors,
*

left the paper. Haenisch once again found himself without support: 

"At the moment I am completely isolated on the paper", he wrote, and 

three months later he again resigned. The paper immediately ceased

to display its former radicalism, and in 1912 was even listed by the

p Bremer Bflrgerzeitung as one of the party's revisionist papers.

Haenisch claimed in a letter that he was always given full support 

when he addressed working miners in the area, and the defeat which he 

and the radicals suffered in Dortmund has been put down as primarily 

due to the machinations of conservative party and union functionaries. 

The radicals were unable to demonstrate, however, that the3r , and not the 

party leaders, had the real support of the mass of party members or - 

and more important - the mass of ordinary workers. The sporadic 

atterratn by the radicals to organise omosition to the ^art" and union

1 . T-iitsenkirchen 3ozial_de: 10iDratische Verein pp.38-39*

2. Ibid, pp.76-77,

3. ibid. T)D.76-8>'.
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leaderships achieved little success. The Brackel branch of the SPD 

formed a radical stronghold for some years near Dortmund, but no other 

local branches - certainly none in or around Bo chum - achieved a 

parallel reputation. In 1901 an anarchist poster was stuck up at the 

Siebenplaneten pit; the Bochum party paper, the Yolksblatt, considered 

it to be the -work of an agent provocateur and warned its readers not to 

heed such calls: " T.-Jhat is necessary for us is knowledge, training and 

education through political and trade union organisation. The position

of the -rorkers can only be inp roved through strong and united behaviour,
i

through organisation. long live the organisationI" local Government

officials considered that few workers had much interest in the more 

political and ideological aspects of the SPD's policies. The Hattin~en 

Landra.t corimented in 1C:98:

"I remain strongly of the opinion that a large proportion of those 
who have cast social democratic votes are not really committed 
(aielbewussten) social democrats^ and certainly not so far as the 
monarchy and religion are concerned. They want to improve their 
material situation and see in social democracy, which is not 
niggardly with promises, the party which will bring them nearer 
their goals. One could accurately describe such people as economic 
social democrats". 2

In circumstances such as this the radicals could on occasion capitalise 

on the occasional industrial militancy of many Ruhr miners; but 

attempts to translate industrial militancy into political radicalism 

faced very great problems.

This was clearly shown later in the 1900's, when a recognisable anarcho­ 

se cialist movement appeared in the Bochum district. Ferdinand Kampmarm,

1. IZF, Volksblatt 22.5.1901.

2. STAI 0 EA I 9)1, Tandrat Ilattingen to RPA 17.8.1898.
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who lived in Brackel and was chairman there of an anarcho-socialist 

miners' association which opposed the Alter Yerband, worked from 190? 

at Bruchstrasse. the Langendreer pit where the 1905 strike had 

originated. He was regarded as one of the most hard-working and 

conscientious men there. He fought a sustained campaign against the 

Alter Verband, worked on Hay Day when some social democrats stayed away 

from work, and distributed anarchist publications such as Einigkeit, 

Freie Arbeiter, Soldatenbrevier and Generalstreik. His efforts had 

little success: in 1909 bad relations with his colleagues forced him 

to leave the pit, and when he failed to find work in Holland Bruchstrasse 

refused to take him on again. A year later a group of anarchists was 

in existence in the area, with ten members reported to be meeting

monthly. The police searched the homes of eight of them and found a

2 considerable quantity of anarchist literature. local groups of the

anarcho-socialist "Free liners' Association" were reported in Brackel, 

Dortmund and Berghofen, and a "Free Association for All Trades" was 

reported to exist in Gelsenkirchen. A year later the movement had 

disappeared from '/erne, although a branch of the Free I liners' Association 

with around twelve members was in existence in Langendreer. neverthe­ 

less, this branch too was short-lived: by 1913 it had closed down, 

apparently under the combined influence of the 1912 strike defeat and the 

nidi warres which were being paid in the district.

1. otAB, K81, Polizei T.-an^endrcer to US 30.6.1909, 5.0.1909, 26. G. 1909, 
16.9.1909.

2. StAB, K82, Amt '.Terne to KLB 20.8.1910.

3. 3TAI-", Oberprasidium 2696 Bd.2, RPA to Mnister des Irjiern 26. 10. 1910.

li. StAB, U82, Amt Langendreer to KLB 8.6.1911; Amt './erne to KLB 16.8.1911.

5. StAB, Amt Langendreer to ICLB 12.8.1913; iiB to ?J?A 29.8.1913- On the 
weakness of the anarcho -siTidicalist movement in the western as well as 
the eastern Ruhr before 1911«, see Lucas Arb ei t err adikali snu s pp.1 33-1 3)1, 
162-16U.
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These isolated and short-lived campaigns, apparently never involving 

more than a handful of men, were the only reported attempts to create 

more radical organisations in the Bochum area, in opposition to the 

moderate policies of the Alter Verband and the SPD. Despite the 

continued occasional willingness of miners to ignore their leaders' 

advice when it came to industrial conflict, hardly any were interested 

in a nore systematic and political radical opposition. The prime 

interest of the miners in the immediate issues of the workplace was 

illustrated by their continued greater interest in union than party
A

matters. Party membership never matched union membership. The 

Arnsberg Hegierun^s-President commented in 1901 : "The focus of the 

labour movement in the industrial district is without question the 

trade unions. The workers demonstrate greater interest in the 

economic daily questions than in the implementation of political 

theories. Social democracy knows well how to adapt to the given 

situation....Without doubt the partjr owes a large part of its success 

in elections to this work in the trade unions". Cn all essentials 

the party and the union leadership were united. In large part this 

was the res~ : ?.t of the very substantial overlap in both leadership and 

sv.troorters "between the t::o organisations. The opposition to Haenisch 

carie not merely iron the u:iion leadership - alt.ioiigh they were finally 

responsible for Ir.c rcnoval from the I^uhr in 1911 - but from the 

itself. 2

1. ot/J3, hoO, ?.?A to linicter dec Inn era 15.1

2. Schorske German Social Denocracy pp.13 W 35; Lutzerikirchen 
Sosialdeno.zratische Verein DD.7^-77*
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The general agreement between union and party on the need for a 

cautious approach was clearly shoi?n in their attitude to the May Day 

strike question. Hot surprisingly Otto Hue adopted a cool attitude 

towards the international day of labour. In a personal article on 

the subject in 190U he commented: "Ho-one - not me either] - is 

completely against May Day. But since it should be a powerful 

demonstration for workers 1 protection and peace between peoples, 

strong mass participation must be passible". To ensure this,he argued, 

Lay Day should be celebrated on the first Sunday in May, when all

workers could participate without fear of reprisals ; a call for mass

1strikes on 1 May was "impossible" to carry out. Rue's article and

his attitude to Lay Day was criticized by the executive of the Alter 

Verband; but in the course of his reply to Hue, Heinrich Sachse, the 

union chairman, made it quite clear that he fully agreed on the 

impossibility of holding significant strikes:

"Certainly strike action on Hay Day has never been adopted by any 
union meeting, nor by any area or pit meeting. I too have never 
called for the general cessation of work on 1 May at any miners' 
meeting, because we were hitherto always too weak in the face of 
powerful mining capital. But on the other hand I, and other 
comrades, have argued for 111 years that those comrades on the night 
shift should participate in large numbers in the day-time meetings 
on 1 I'ay, and that those who have day shifts shou1 d participate in 
the evening meetings and festivities. I have not heard that we 
miners and. foundry workers have been severely criticized at party 
congresses etc., where May Day is discussed and resolutions passed 
because we do not stop work on 1 Hay. Such criticism would have 
to be resolutely rejected. Becan.se the mining capitalists have 
virtually always dismiss eel and disciplined comrades who stayed a: jay 
on 1 Mr.y. ...Some will certainly claim that the 'possibility' /"of 
stri!ri.ng_7 does exist for the miners and foundry workers. I say, 
;!o, not yctJ The miner and almost all foundry workers do not only 
have to accent being laid off and locked cut, i.e. they do not just

1. IZF, Bergar'-Giter Zeitung; I2.11.l90h.
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lose their job; they mostly also lose their rights to the 
I'jiappschaft and to their works' pension schemes...." 1

The Bochun SPD branch supported Hue and submitted a resolution to the

Bremen party congress calling for Hay Day to be celebrated on the
2 first Sunday in the nonth. The division was not between party and

union; and no-one seems to have regarded a mass strike on llay Day as 

a serious possibility.

I Jay Day was generally celebrated on a decentralized local basis, with 

social democrats in each village or group of villages holding their 

own meetings and other gatherings. The events of 1 1-Iay 1900 (a 

Tuesday) illustrate the character of this leading day in the socialist 

calendar. At 9.30 a.m. around 1UO social democrats assembled at 

Fttrster's tavern in Bochun, where they unanimously passed a resolution:

"The I-'ay demonstration of the Bochum Wahlkreis,, gathered today in 
FGrster's tavern, declares that 1 1-Iay is still the proletariat's 
holiday and demands: expanded protection for workers (Arbeiter- 
schutz), shortening of the working day to 8 hours, and participa­ 
tion by the workers in the general advances of culture and civiliz­ 
ation (Kulturerungenschaften); they protest against the capitalist 
node of production; against the world power policy which threatens 
peace and the expansion of the fleet which results from it ; 
against mass murder and war; and they know that they stand united 
in these sentiments with the workers of all countries." 3

After this the demonstrators went by train to the neighbouring village 

of T-Janne. The police made then take off their red insignia. Others 

went to Wanne by bicj^cle. Fron "Tanne they walked to aickel-Rtihlinghasen, 

and after a pause in a tavern they moved on to GelsenkLrchen,

1. IZF, Bergarbeiter Zeitung 3.12.190JU

2. STAL", RA I 96, Stadt Bochun to ?J>A 10.10.190k.

3. IZF, Volksblatt 3.5.1900.
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distributing copies of the special May Day edition of the Volksblatt 

as they Trent. At the GelserJrirchen border they i:ere net by four or 

five police, who ordered the removal of all red insignia. One nan's 

red tulip was seized when he refused, to conoly, and when he asked for 

the policeman's name he was arrested. In Gelsenkirchen the police 

refused to permit a meeting to be held, and at least four denonstrators 

were arrested. In the evening meetings were held at Lohrheide, Uitten, 

Bochum and Kerne. At the "Jitten meeting Hax Kb" nig, a leading metal 

worker unionist and social democrat in the district, denounced the
>

G-elsenld-rchen police's harrassment of the demonstrators. The day

ended with music.

Hay Day was a far bigger event in years such as 190li and 1910, when it 

fell on a Sunday. In Herne there was no reported activity on Hay Day 

at all in 1901 and 1902; and in 1903, although two meetings were held,

they do not appear to have been very large. But in 190h around 600

2
gathered for a meeting in Herne. In 1910 many more Hay Day tickets

(sold to participants as a way of raising funds) were sold in Bochum 

than in previous years: in 1908 the figure was 8,731, in 1909 only 

li,269, in 1910 8,972, and in 1911 it fell again to 7,393- 3 In this 

respect Bochun was less successful than neighbouring Dortmund: there, 

although more Hay Day tickets were sold in 1910 than in previous years, 

even more were sold in 1911•

1. ibid. 3,5.5.1900.

2. StAB, h!9, Polizei Heme to KLB 2.5.1901; StAB, 1*80, Folizei Herne 
to KLB 2.5.1902, 3,5.1901.; ibid. Burgermeister Herne to 12x8 2.5-1903.

3. IZF, Arbeiter Zeitung; 3,11,6,9.10.1911*
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Hay Day strikes, in contrast, remained few and isolated. An SPD 

meeting in Langendreer in 1905 decided to ignore a central party call 

for protest meetings on Russia on 1 8 Harch, since that was a Saturday 

and the miners had to irork: the meeting was held on Sunday 19 Harch 

instead. At the same meeting it was explained, apparently without 

demur, that although meetings would be held on 1 Hay, a I-Ibnday, the 

exoeditions would be held on the Sunday since the miners' strike ofi/

1905, "has shown us how sharply the'pit managements punish absence from 

work". The Bochum Darty debated the question again in 190?. Uetzker, 

the editor of the Volksblatt had told the party congress in Essen that 

until he came to the Ruhr (he had previously worked on Vorwarts) he had 

been a keen supporter of work stoppages on Hay Dry, but that his 

experience in the Ruhr had made him change his mind; the miners and the 

foundry workers would not support such strikes, and in the Bochum

'Tahlkreis, which had around Ii2,000 SPD voters, only around one thousand

2 _ participated in the Hay Day events. in a heated party meeting in

Bochum, Sachse and I'erzig maintained that support for Hay Day activities 

was higher than this; but no-one claimed that significant work stoppages 

took place. Aufderstrasse commented: "The Dortmund and Essen delegates 

had exaggerated to an unbelievable extent. In this district the 

participation had remained pitiful. They should have had the courage to 

recognize the truth and simplv end something which could not be carried
V_* f. V V '

through". And Franz Pokorny, the Gelsenkirchen miners' leader, 

suggested: "The demonstrations could be just as effective on a Sunday

1. StAB, U80, Ant Langendreer to KLB 6.3.1905.

2. StAB, U81, RPA to Hinister des Innern 28.11.190?.
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as today's work stoppage - -which is no work stoppage".

The only report of a significant Hay Day strike in the Bochum district

occurred in 1909, -when l£o men were said to have stopped work at
2Bruchstrasse. in the main, however, llay Day was something of a

3family affair,, enjoyed by those whose shift permitted attendance.

Apart from the political speeches and resolutions it was a chance to 

enjoy a walk through the early summer countryside. Women and children 

frequently joined in and there was usually singing, dancing and games.
t

1'any of the groups wallcing from village to village would only be 

distinguished from ordinary groups of walkers by their red insignia 

(where the police allowed them), their police escort and their socialist 

literature for distribution en route. Indeed, the SPD became concerned 

that the day was losing its political character entirely. The last 

years before the outbreak of war saw efforts to centralize the celebra­ 

tions, to encourage a greater mass involvement. nevertheless, the 

party's 191U report for west Westphalia (incorporating Bochum and 

Dortmund) noted:

"It can happily be said that in many localities the Hay Day arrange­ 
ments offer the public much nore than previously, end that those 
putting them on go to great trouble to improve them. The 
disadvantage is certainly that Kay Day is constantly losing more and 
nore of its original character as a day of struggle". h

1'ay Day TTSG only cne of the social events sponsored by the SPD. The

was noted for its plethora of social clubs, providing for all Icinds

1. II5G, Volksblatt 3.10.190?.

2. StAE, '-.81, Polizei Tan^endreer to KL3 30.6.1909.

3. The ^or^arbeiter Zeitung explicitly urged union neribers not to
jeopardise their job by striking. IGBS, Berrarbeitcr Zeitung 27.li. 191 2,

li. I:? > Arbeiter Zeitunr; 30.6.191U; StA3, 1|82, Polisei-Prasident Bochum 
to HPA 30.5.1916.
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of activity and sponsored by nany different organisations. "./e have 

already noted the numerous and very popular clubs sponsored by the 

Churches in the district. The SPD also provided a wide range of 

socirl activities, including choirs, (of -which there were 1U in the 

Bochum area alone in 190?), cycling clubs and athletics clubs - the 

latter appealing particularly to young people who until 1907 were 

unable by law to join political associations. How "political" these 

clubs were is hard to say, but the impression gained from the regular 

police reports is that their nain function was recreational. There is 

no doubt that recreational and cultural activities were inuch needed and 

that the social democratic clubs helped to fill this need. neverthe­ 

less, the social democrats were only one among a number of groups 

providing such resources to the workers, as the party's final pre-war 

report ruefu3.1y noted:

"It is impossible to hold entertainments or any kind of diversion 
for the working class in our area on T-rork days. As a result 
everything happens on Sundays. The workers languish in forced 
labour and crave entertainment and recreation, and mostly expect 
to find them on Sundays in the diversions and entertainments of 
bourgeois, patriotic and sporting clubs, and in private social 
events - often of a very questionable nature. The consequence 
is that our social life and meetings suffer considerably". 1

Despite its cultural and recreational activities, the part3^'s main 

activity was the fighting of Reichstag elections; between elections 

r>arty life showed signs of decline. The only issue outside Reichstag 

elections which did produce a significant derree of political activity, 

and even sinris of uncharacteristic militancy, was the agitation for 

reform of the 3-class Prussian Landta."- franchise. The issue came to~^ L J

1. iZF, Arbeiter Zeitung 29.6.191 h.
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the fore in the r>uhr in the aftermath of the 1905 miners 1 strike, when 

the original Governnent proposals for the reform of the mining law were 

watered down by the Landtag. The miners 1 slogan became, "In the 

Landtag we get stones instead of breadJ". Otto Hue declared at a party 

meeting: "German policy is made not in the Reichstag but in the 

Prussian Landtag. That is not just the case today, but has always 

been so", and called for increased agitation on the issue.

1'any meetings on the franchise question were held on 190? and 1908, during 

the run-up to the Landtag election of 1908. Some were so popular that 

people had to be turned away and party members made way for non-members. 

After one meeting in January 1908 a small street demonstration took 

place in Bochun, against the -wish of the party leadership; only around 

one hundred demonstrators took part, and it was quickly broken up by

the police with three arrests; this was the first reported unauthorized

2 
political street demonstration in Bochum. The franchise campaign was

more subdued in 1909, but picked up in early 1910. Ileetings - and in 

Hordel a torch-lit procession - were held in January 1910, and mass 

meetings in February attracted around 5,000 people in Bochum and 3,000 

in Crelsenkirchen. These meetings were followed by planned street 

demonstrations - the first in either town. These demonstrations passed 

off without incident, but in Dortmund there was conflict with the police 

and a demonstration was broken up. The Bo chum police warned the SPD 

that in future any unauthorized demonstrations would be stopped. In

1. ibid. 1612.1907.

2. STAII, RA I 100, Vo3J:sblatt 25,26.8.1908.
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March many more protest meetings vrere held, and on 10 April the 

largest mass meetings of the entire pre-war period: some 15,000 

were estimated to have gathered at Bo chum «s main meeting hall, the 

Schiitzenhof, and were addressed from three platforms. In Dortmund 

over 20,000 heard Karl Idebknecht and others. This marked the 

climax of the campaign. Open air meetings on the issue in October 

1912 were not well attended, and in 191U the part7 expressed disappoint­ 

ment at the lack of enthusiasm amongst "the masses" on the issue.

t

The landtag franchise agitation in the Tiuhr, despite the particular

impetus given by the aftermath of the 1905 strike, was but part of a
2 wider national caripaign. It is particularly interesting as the only

significant instance of widespread party mobilization outside Reichstag 

elections, and the only issue on which the SPD adopted such provocative 

tactics as the street demonstration and the really large mass meeting. 

The issue clearly aroused strong and widely-shared feelings. Yet it 

did not represent any fundamental conflict with, the party's generally 

moderate and pragmatic policies. The demand was essentially the 

limited one of equal parliamentary representation in Prussia; despite 

the resistence to its implementation under the 'Jilhelmine system, it 

was fundamentally a liberal "reformist" issue, on which the most right- 

wing social democrat could agitate harmoniously with the left. The 

onlv conflicts were over methods, and here the Bo chum SPD showed itstf •*

characteristic conservatism: a call for the use of the political mass

1. STALI, Bochum Landratsamt 1?8, Amt Hordel to KLB 1?. 1.1910; IZF 
Arbeiter Zeitung 3, h, 6,9.10.1911 , 10.7.191H.

2. For the carpaign in Germany, see Groh 1'egative Integration und 
revolutionfirer Attentismus.
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strike on the issue was decisively rejected at the party's last pre- 

i:ar general neeting.

C onclusions

The labour movement in Pochum and the eastern Ruhr adopted a generally 

noderate and cautious approach. This was in large measure the 

product of the social, religious and political divisions -within the 

working class, -which -weakened the appeal of more radical policies, 

and which left workers at the mercy of their employers. It was hoped
. 4

that through a strict concentration on organisation and the issues of 

the work place some sort of unity could be constructed, sufficient at 

least to overcome the lack of solidarity which so weakened mining 

strikes. A refusal to undertake strikes until they could be backed by 

all-embracing and effective mass action, and the consequent stress on 

disciplined organisation rather than spontaneous industrial militancy 

was thus the product of the repeated strike failures and worlri.ng class 

disunity which we noted in the previous chapter.

The hopes of achieving through disciplined organisation the success 

which so eludec1. the spontaneous strikes were not, however, realised. 

The Alter v'crband wa~ not r.blc to attract more than a fairly email 

proportion of the mine-workers, and the union movement remained 

divided into four separate organisations. jlor were the unions able to 

co-operate with each other for more than limited periods. 3ven more 

serious, however, was the fact that most of the miners remained outside

1 . The voting against the mass strike resolution was 1|2 to 29; StAB, 
)1.82, Polizei-Prasident Tlochun to ItPA 2.7-191U$ Groh I'egative 
Integration und revolutionarer Attentismu.s pp.Lf7o-502.
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any union at all. On the political front too, the SPD was unable to 

overcome the deep denominational divisions within the worldLng class. 

The Centre, the Polish nationalists and also the National Liberals, 

the employers 1 party, continued to attract very significant numbers 

of working class votes: over the entire period between 1893 and the 

outbreak of the war, indeed, the SPD's underl3dng position as the first 

choice of around a third of the voters in Bo chum hardly improved at all.

Yet despite the failures of the Alter Verband and the SPD, there were 

remarkably few signs of significant radical opposition in the pre-war 

years. Within the SPD in the eastern ftuhr the radicals were few and 

showed little ability to win significant support. . No-one appears to 

have viewed the possibility of political (as against industrial) strikes 

by the miners as other than doomed to failure. Any illusion that a 

policy of uncompromising industrial militancy by the Alter Verband might 

unite the miners and inflict a defeat on the employers was dashed by the 

1912 strike fiasco. The previous defeat of the SPD in Bochum had also 

clearly demonstrated the continued strength of political Catholicism 

and Liberalism. The sense of failure and disillusion which afflicted 

the labour movement in the final pre-war years was not the product of 

the triumph of futile over positive policies: it was the result of a 

real lack of alternatives.
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CONCLUSION

I

In the 1920«s G.D.H. Cole contrasted the coal miners of Britain with 

other workers:

"The miner not only works in the pit, he lives in the pit village, 
and all his immediate interests are concentrated at one point. 
The town factory worker, on the other hand, lives often far from 
his place of work and mingles with workers of other callings. The 
townsman's experience produces perhaps a broader outlook, and a 
quicker response to social stimuli coming from without; but the 
miners 1 intense solidarity and loyalty to their unions is undoubted­ 
ly the result of conditions under which they work and live...their 
isolation ministers to their self-sufficiency and loyalty one to 
another". 1

This perception has been broadly accepted and developed by subsequent 

writers. Kerr and Siegel, in a famous study, described the miners as 

an "isolated mass". More recently, the Ruhr miners of the nineteenth 

century have been said by Crew to have experienced a profound sense of 

"occupational community". In the most substantial recent study of 

their history, Tenfelde has emphasized the unifying features of what he 

sees as the miners 1 common experience of social decline and repression.

It is clear that the miners of the Ruhr did have important experiences 

in common, could and did on occasion show militancy and solidarity, and 

were sometimes, though by no means always, isolated from other workers. 

Nevertheless, the persistent theme which has emerged in the present study 

is the fundamental importance of the profound and continuing divisions 

within the new working class of miners (and other workers) who inhabited

1 . Quoted in W.H. Scott et al Goal and Conflict: a study of industrial 
relations at collieries (Liverpool, 19&3) p.25.
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the Ruhr. Some social cohesion certainly existed among particular 

groups of workers, but the working class as a whole was characterized 

more by divisions and social fragmentation.

This absence of working class unity was the product of several factors. 

The very substantial and continuing influx of workers to the area, com­ 

bined with high and sustained migration within the Ruhr itself, meant 

that throughout our period the working class was an unstable and rapidly 

changing entity. Coming from many different backgrounds, with differ-
4

ing cultural traditions and speaking differing languages and dialects, 

the new workers had little in common except the experience of work itself. 

Divisions were perpetuated and reinforced in the new industrial setting 

by such features as company housing, frequently allocated on an ethnic 

basis and isolated even from the homes of fellow-workers, and the 

important role of denominational organisations within the social and 

community life of the district. Loyalties remained focused on particu­ 

lar small groups, defined often in terms of ethnic origins or religious 

allegiance, and not on the working class generally.

The feature which did perhaps hold out the prospect of transforming 

the working class (using the term as a socio-economic category, not as 

process in the manner of E.P. Thompson) into a united entity, conscious 

of its common interests and common opposition to the employers and the 

ruling powers in society, was the experience of work itself. Here the 

miners in particular did have much in common: pit work varied little in 

essence from one mine to another, and most of the miners carried out 

broadly similar tasks; divisions between men at work were generally the
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product of differences in age rather than the result of permanent 

divisions between "skilled", "unskilled" etc. such as those found in 

other work settings. Common dangers and mutual reliance underground 

added to the potential which work itself offered to create a sense of 

common fate and solidarity.

The experience of work also provided the fuel to the expression of 

discontent and conflict between workers and employers. Pit-work was 

hard, dangerous and unpleasant. Accidents and sickness were common, 

Discipline was often harsh, and the miners were subject to apparently 

arbitrary acts by foremen. It was better paid than some other jobs, 

and pay was higher in the Ruhr than in many other parts of Germany. 

Nevertheless, many miners 1 earnings were barely enough to ensure sur­ 

vival, particularly for those with large families and those whose 

strength was undermined through sickness or injury. Moreover, earn­ 

ings fluctuated markedly, depending substantially on the particular 

immediate characteristics of the current coal face at -which the man 

was employed, and on the changing economic climate in which the 

industry operated. The hours of work also fluctuated with the trade 

cycle, so that booms in particular were accompanied by growing pressure 

on the men to work longer and longer hours.

It is hardly surprising that discontent was felt by many miners, and 

that they sought means to improve their situation. Normally they did 

this as individuals, by looking for a better job at some other pit (a 

widespread practice encouraged by the monthly bargaining sessions over 

wages, but discouraged by company housing), or by simply taking some
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time off unofficially. The most dramatic expression of discontent 

was the strike. In addition to their visibility and drama, strikes 

were particularly significant since they were collective acts: they 

might therefore transform the frustrations and protests of individ
uals 

into collective - perhaps class - consciousness and action.

Miners 1 strikes were fairly common in the Ruhr. Like absenteeism and 

job-changing, their incidence was closely related to the trade cycl
e, 

reflecting the changing relative power of employers and employees. 

Almost all strikes were spontaneous, often starting against the exp
ress 

wishes of the miners 1 official leaders. Many started among the 

younger mine-workers, reflecting not merely their youth and greater
 

independence, but also the fact that they were paid on the relativ
ely 

inflexible system of fixed shift wages, and were less able to resor
t to 

job-changing to boost their earnings. Some strikes never spread 

beyond these younger workers.

The issues raised in strikes reflected the frustrations at work whi
ch 

produced them. Higher pay and shorter hours were almost always 

demanded, and a common third group of demands sought increased dig
nity 

and rights for miners at work, including the ending of the more 

arbitrary powers of mine officials and some kind of voice 

in pit affairs. The demands reflected not only perennial discontents, 

but also the sharpening of conflict, due to the greater pressures 
from 

above and the disappointed hopes of the men, during the onset of 

economic booms.
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In their results, however, most strikes were disappointing. They 

generally failed to win more than partial support, remaining limited 

to one pit or a group of pits and sometimes failing to win general 

support even at the main pits affected. There were two important 

exceptions, 1889 and 1905, when around 80 per cent of Ruhr mine- 

workers joined in the stoppage. Even then, however, this high degree 

of solidarity could not be sustained: in 1889 it began to wane after a 

few days; and although it lasted for a matter of weeks in 1905>, even 

then there was growing recognition that it could not be sustained for 

the months which might be necessary to force major concessions from the 

employers.

The inability of the miners to actually achieve in their strikes the 

sustained solidarity which was needed to effectively combat the 

employers, was reflected in the absence of concrete gains won. At no 

stage did the employers make significant concessions as a result of 

strike action; the limited improvements which did follow the 1889 and 

1 90f? stoppages came from the Government and not from the mine owners. 

Rather than concessions, indeed, strikes were usually followed by fines, 

sackings and lock-outs of militants. The "class conflict", which was 

undoubtedly present in the Ruhr pits, thus did not produce a "class 

consciousness" able to unite the miners and provide a solidarity strong 

enough to overcome other differences and achieve real success. With­ 

out such solidarity, however, wildcat strikes offered little prospect 

other than continued defeats for the miners, followed by further victim­ 

ization of militants.
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It is against this background that the history of the labour movement, 

and particularly its most important pillar, the trade unions, mist be 

set. The labour movement sought to create through organisation the 

unity and strength -which the working class otherwise so conspicuously 

lacked. The very creation of unions was a recognition that wild-cat 

strikes alone were not enough-: strikes in 1868, 18?2 and 1889 were

rapidly followed by union-founding initiatives, and the 1905 strike

1 was followed by a great increase in union membership. The strength

of the union was precisely that it represented an alternative to the 

generally futile and sometimes disastrous unplanned strikes.

From the beginning therefore, there was an in-built tension between 

the concept of organisation through trade unions and the strike 

propensities of Ruhr miners. The aim of organisation was to construct 

a force which would be able to take on the employers on more equal 

terms. In particular, it was necessary to ensure that the overwhelming 

majority of miners followed collective decisions: this in turn meant 

emphasis on discipline and organisational growth, and on the need to 

build up adequate financial reserves to sustain poor families for a 

possibly long struggle.

The emphasis on political neutrality and on the need to avoid precipi­ 

tate strike action were natural and perhaps inevitable consequences.

1. The 1893 and 1912 strikes, for which in contrast to the others the 
unions were clearly responsible, were followed by a decline rather 
than growth in union membership.
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With a working class so deeply divided politically as that in the Ruhr, 

political neutrality was essential for any organisation which aspired 

to unite the broad mass of the workers. Since strike defeats involved 

such dire consequences for individual militants and for general morale, 

as well as further jeopardising the organisation itself, union leaders 

developed a policy of caution, designed to husband resources until there 

was a reasonable chance of success. The fact that all miners 1 unions 

from the 1870 ! s onwards adopted an ostensible policy of political and
i

religious neutrality, and that a deliberately cautious approach towards 

industrial conflict was adopted systematically from at least the 1890's, 

suggests that these policies were primarily a response to the industrial 

and social realities of the area. It was above all the near disaster 

of the early 1890 ! s, when strike after strike ended in complete failure, 

and which almost saw the complete destruction of the recently established 

union, which impressed the leadership with the importance of avoiding 

conflicts which they were bound to lose.

From the beginning the miners union was the main focus of the labour 

movement in the Ruhr. The SPD, by contrast, was only legalized in 

1 890, a year after the formation of the Alter Verband, and did not rival 

the union in membership or strength. The SPD was itself largely 

dominated by Alter Verband members (despite the theory of union political 

neutrality), and was unlikely to adopt policies at variance with those of 

the union. More fundamental, however, was the fact that the SPD faced

1. It is unconvincing to ascribe such policies to the self-seeking
tendencies of a class of functionaries, not least because such a class 
did not really emerge until the 1900r s. See G. Fttlberth "Zur Genese 
des Revisionismas" pp.1-21.
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many of the same underlying social constraints as the union. Just as 

the union aimed to unite all miners -within an organisational framework 

which would offer them a strength which they otherwise lacked, so the 

SPD aimed to unite workers generally through an organisation -which 

could achieve a common class programme.

The heavy stress on the virtues of organisation, which was character­ 

istic of the labour movement in the "Ruhr (and elsewhere in Germany) 

thus needs to be set against the continuing and deep divisions within 

the working class itself. It was these divisions which drove working 

class leaders to seek to create, through disciplined organisation, an 

instrument which might achieve the united and successful class mobilisa­ 

tion and action which seemed otherwise impossible. To stress the 

social divisions, the fluidity and rapid change in social relations and 

the general absence of united working class "community" - themes which 

have been central to this study - is thus important, not merely to 

redress the balance against those who stress "occupational community" 

and common working class experiences, but to provide an adequate 

explanation of the character of the labour movement which emerged in 

the Ruhr.

The fact that the policies of the labour movement were in large measure 

an attempt to face and overcome the social conditions in the area, did 

not mean that the hopes of the leaders were actually achieved. Despite

1. It is perhaps significant that Tenfelde's recent study ends in 1889, 
the year of a major strike which was not wholly unsuccessful, and not 
in the early 1890's when the wave of industrial militancy ended in a 
series of defeats; similarly, Crew does not examine the labour move­ 
ment, and thus does not question why "occupational community" was not 
reflected in it.
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their efforts to reassure doubters, neither the Alter Verband nor the 

SPD was able to overcome the divisions within the working class. In 

particular, the Catholic Gewerkverein and the Centre party maintained 

their hold over Catholic workers, with the sole but significant 

exception of the Poles- who turned not to the social democrats, but to 

nationalist leaders. But it was not only Catholic workers who 

rejected the Alter Verband and the SPD: the National Liberal Party, 

the political vehicle of the Ruhr employers, continued to appeal 

successfully to working class voters; and a majority of Ruhr mine- 

workers remained outside the union movement altogether. Moreover, 

even those who did join union or party were not necessarily thereby 

firmly committed to it. Both organisations suffered from high member­ 

ship turnover, severely limiting their ability to speak with confidence 

in the name even of their existing members, let alone the majority of 

workers who remained outside. The divided, highly mobile and unsettled 

character of the newly forming working class in the Ruhr thus undermined 

settled organisational work.

The labour movement thus failed in the pre-war years to unify the working 

class and to seriously threaten the power of the employers. This was 

particularly clearly demonstrated in the twin defeats of 1912, when the 

miners 1 strike ended disastrously within days and the SPD lost two Ruhr 

Reichstag seats. These failures meant that before 191U the employers 

remained virtually as strong as ever. Attempts to create working class 

unity and solidarity - "class consciousness" - thus failed, and an over­ 

whelmingly working class constituency, which had experienced significant 

conflict between workers and employers, was represented by the political 

party of the employers.
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Was there a viable alternative to the policies adopted by the labour 

movement? Would a more militant or radical approach have been more 

successful? It is, of course, impossible to be sure. In the case of 

the Alter Verband, it is possible that a policy which attempted to 

support and build on the undoubted periodic militancy of the miners 

might have paid dividends. By the late 1900»s the Alter Verband 

itself realized that a policy of simply restraining and avoiding strikes 

until general unionization was achieved could not be indefinitely 

sustained: the outbreak of the 1905 strike, despite all the efforts of
t

the unions* leaders to restrain it, clearly demonstrated that the miners 

were not indefinitely willing to forgo this important weapon. The 

strike of that year which was followed by a considerable growth in 

membership of all the unions, also illustrated that a more dynamic 

relationship between industrial conflict and organisational growth 

existed or could exist. Nevertheless, it remains doubtful whether a 

more militant union policy would have achieved sustained success: the 

repeated strike failures of the early 1890's were an important factor 

behind the union collapse which followed, and illustrated the very great 

dangers of a simple reliance on industrial militancy; even the 1905 

strike failed to seriously shake the power of the employers, although it 

did bring some concessions from the Government; and when three of the 

four miners' unions did finally combine in an aggressive strike policy in 

1912, the result was an unmitigated disaster, followed by a fall in 

membership, a serious demoralization and a growth in "yellow" unionism.

Nor is it easy to see that the SPD would have been more successful with a 

more radical approach. It would clearly have alienated the sympathy of
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Alter Verband, which, whatever its own weakness, did include many- 

more members than the SPD itself. It would have prevented any chance 

of co-operation on class lines with radical Catholics, as was briefly 

attempted after 1905. But perhaps most important, there is no sign 

of significant demand for more radical policies by its own supporters. 

The occasional industrial militancy of the miners should not be con­ 

fused with political radicalism. Strikers were concerned with the work 

place, and although it might be argued that their aims of shorter hours, 

better pay and greater dignity at work were unachievable within the 

contemporary capitalist economic framework, this was not a perception 

which was generally shared. Strikes were supported by Centre and 

National Liberal party supporters and by Polish nationalists as well as 

by social democrats, and they saw no inherent conflict between their 

desire for improvements in their conditions of work and their religious 

and political loyalties. Strikes for political ends - for instance, 

on 1 May - won little or no support. Within the SPD in the eastern 

Ruhr such demands as there were - and they were very few - for a more 

radical political approach came from individuals rather than "the 

masses", and most notably from Konrad Haenisch. It is perhaps signifi­ 

cant that the issue which aroused the greatest political mobilization 

apart from Reichstag elections was the "democratic" but not specifically 

"socialist" demand for reform of the Prussian franchise.

The one area in which concessions were won was from the state itself. 

The Wilhelmine state's attitude towards the miners and their grievances 

veered between a policy of harsh repression and attempts to secure com­ 

promise and harmony, even on occasion against the wishes of the employers,
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Thus the 1889 and the 1905 strikes, despite their failure to defeat 

the employers, were followed by some concessions from the Government; 

the most notable of these was, perhaps, the introduction after 1905 

of the workers' committees; and the Radbod disaster of 1908 led the 

Government to introduce workers 1 safety officers. These concessions, 

despite their limitations; showed that the state was not unambiguously 

on the side of the employers, but could provide a possible counter­ 

weight which might be used by the labour movement to compensate for its 

own lack of industrial strength: and they helped to establish and 

legitimize the Alter Verband and other unions, in the eyes of the miners 

if not in those of the employers, by establishing platforms from which 

they could speak and posts to which their nominees could be elected and 

where they could be seen to represent the miners. Thus, even before 

191U, the combination of the underlying weakness of the labour movement 

and the occasional willingness of the Government to intervene on behalf 

of the miners and against the desires of the employers, laid the founda­ 

tions for the policy of union-Government co-operation which was to be so 

central both during the war and, more importantly, after it.
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II

The years after I91li saw major changes in the Ruhr, as elsewhere in 

Germany. Nevertheless, in many respects earlier trends were continued 

and even intensified. The outbreak of war seems to have been accepted 

and even welcomed by most of the people. The Bochum social democratic 

press regarded it as "self-evident" that its readers would do their 

military duty and would accept the necessities of war - including the
4

banning of party meetings. Overt opposition was very rare: one 

protest meeting in Bochum, a man arrested in Gelsenkirchen for delivering 

"inflammatory speeches", and a Polish nationalist arrested in Gerthe 

following signs of anti-German feeling among some Poles. The news of 

war on 25 July 191U left the people in the streets of Bochum quiet and 

chastened; five days later several thousand marched through the town 

singing patriotic and soldiers 1 songs, and ended with cheers for the 

Kaiser and the town.

Despite the restrictions and the imposition of military controls over 

many aspects of political and industrial life, the war did provide an 

unprecedented opportunity for the labour movement to break out of the 

powerlessness which had made it ultimately ineffective throughout the 

pre-war years. The trade unions were granted a degree of recognition 

and influence which they had never previously possessed: at the 

national level this was most clearly expressed in the Gesetz iiber den

1. IZF, Volksblatt 1.8.191U. In fact the party was soon able to resume 
meetings.

2. IZF, Volksblatt 6.8.191U; StAB, Ii82, Amt Harpen to KLB 12.8.191 b; 
StAB, U82, Polizei-President Bochum to RPA 30.5.1916.

3. StAB, KJlrkischer Sprecher 27,31.7-1911*.
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vaterlandischen Hilfsdienst of 1916, which was stronjy opposed by the 

mine owners. The latter continued to refuse to recognize the unions 

until the collapse of 1918: but the unions were nonetheless able to 

secure iinportant concessions from the Government and military 

authorities: in 191£ it was only strong Government pressure which 

forced the mine owners to pay wage increases to compensate for the rapid 

rise in the cost of living, and the pattern was to be repeated. This 

pattern of occasional state intervention on behalf of the workers in the 

mining industry and against the wishes of the employers was not, as we 

have seen, a new development: the war meant a strengthening of the al­ 

ready implicit - and sometimes explicit - tripartite character of 

industrial relations in the industry, with increased state control and 

a shift in the balance of power in favour of the miners 1 organisations^

The war thus provided the unions with a legitimacy, role and influence 

which they had generally failed to achieve before 191U. This position 

depended ultimately on the Government: it had not been won in battle 

with the employers. The unions were therefore loth to jeopardize their 

position by conflicting too seriously with the Government and military 

authorities. Despite growing criticism of rising prices, inadequate 

food supplies and mounting industrial profits, the miners' unions 

generally sustained their policy of maintaining industrial peace. The 

ground was thus prepared for the post-war period, when a far more 

sympathetic Government and a range of quite unparalleled concessions from

1. Moramsen Bergarbeiter; I. Marssolek "Sozialdemokratie und Revolution 
im fiqtlichen Ruhrgebiet" in R. Rttrup (ed) Arbeiter- und Soldatenrate 
im rheinisch-westfalischen Industriegebiet (Wuppertal, 1975) p.2ii2; 
G.D. Feldman Army, Industry and Labor in Germany 191U-19V8 (Princeton, 
1966) pp.13U-l"35T
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the employers (union recognition, abandonment of the "yellow" unions, 

introduction of the 8-hour day) created a yet stronger position for 

the unions - a position which they were even less willing to endanger 

by pursuing policies which in their eyes threatened to produce chaos 

and a wholly unpredictable situation in which all the gains might be 

lost.

The new-found legitimacy of the trade unions extended also to the SPD. 

Otto Hue told a meeting in 1915 that, "the war has not originated with 

Germany: it was imposed on her", and maintained that, "both /"the 

party f s_7 living and dead leaders had always said that they would inter­ 

vene for their fatherland and reach for their weapons if a threat came 

to the frontiers". It was necessary, however, to secure "a peace which 

would not mean permanent enmity for us with other countries", and he 

criticized the handling of the food situation and the profits which the 

Junkers were making. The war had changed the position of the party: 

"Before the war the social democrats were accused of being 'vaterlandslose 

Gesellen 1 and insurgents. But they wanted to stop such imputations after 

the war and insist on equal consideration with the other parties". The 

local party in Bochum directed its efforts to the maintenance of its own 

structure and organisation, to encouraging the authorities to make proper 

provision for the widows, the wounded and for ordinary workers, and to 

preparing for the eventual demobilisation: "When the war comes to an end 

the party organisation will face difficult tasks. Comrades returning

home from the field will certainly not want to face a ruined organisation
2 and to have to help re-build what they left in good condition".

1. SUB, U82, Polizei Gerthe to KLB 8.11.1915.

2. StAB, U82, Polizei Bochum to RPA 30.5.1916.
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It is not surprising that -when the SPD eventually divided, the Bochum 

party came out firmly in support of the orthodox majority. At the 

party's 1916 general meeting Haase f s action was denounced as 

"irresponsible", and Liebknecht was described as a "wild brain" of no 

political significance. Speakers claimed that the radical minority 

had virtually no support in the area: a GelsenkLrchen speaker main­ 

tained that there at least nine-tenths of the party members supported 

the majority. The "policy of h August" was approved as the only one 

which represented the interests of the working class.

The labour movement in the eastern Ruhr thus found during the war a 

way out of the impasse of the final pre-war years, acquired a new 

legitimacy, and carried further its jre-war commitment to the avoidance 

of industrial conflict and to political moderation. After the 

revolution of 1918 these policies were even more firmly espoused, as 

the SPD itself became the governing party and as a whole series of 

fundamental and long-standing union demands were at last granted.

Continuity in the history of the labour movement was matched, however, 

by continuity in conflict and unrest in the Ruhr pits. Industrial 

unrest was not marked during the first two years of the war, but as 

prices rose, food shortages became more serious and the pressure of work 

increased, it became more common. In autumn 1916 the first significant 

war-time miners 1 strikes broke out, and in the following years they became

ibid. In 1917 the newly formed USPD was unanimously rejected by the 

party leaders in the eastern Ruhr: J. Reulecke "Der erste Weltkrieg 

und die Arbeiterbewegung im rheinisch-^restfalischen Industriegebiet" 

in Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegung p.227.
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more and more common. Like miners 1 strikes in earlier years, they 

concentrated on immediate issues of survival and the work place: the 

food shortages naturally focused attention on questions of food supplies 

and wages. Only in the last months of the war were more political 

demands (peace and, on occasion, democracy) raised, as it became

increasingly clear that these were the prerequisites for any other

2 improvements. The political changes of November 1918 did not - despite

their great importance for the unions and the SPD - in themselves meet

the concerns and aspirations of the miners, and 1919 saw a further wave

3of strikes.

The similarity of post-war strikes with earlier ones was obvious. The 

Alter Verband and the SPD were unable to exercise effective control over 

their outbreak: but neither were the independent socialists, the 

communists or the newly-^powerful syndicalists; "leaders" and organisations 

of all kinds were generally obliged to follow rather than to lead what were 

essentially spontaneous and unplanned stoppages, and were often driven to 

adopt progressively extreme demands to preserve credibility. Some of 

the forms taken by strikers, such as the tours of strikers from one pit to 

the next, were highly reminiscent of earlier stoppages. The tendency

1. Feldman Army, Industry and Labor p.326.

2. Marssolek "Sozialdemokratie und Revolution" p.300.

3. These strikes have been extensively discussed. See especially 
P. von Oertzen "Die grossen Streiks der Ruhrbergarbeiterschaft im 
Friihrjahr 1919" in E. Kolb (ed) Vom Kaiserreich zur Weimarer Republik 
(K6*ln, 1972); H. Mommsen "Die Bergarbeiterbewegung an der Ruhr 1918- 
1933" in Reulecke (ed) Arbeiterbewegung; lucas Arbeiterradikalismus; 
J. Tempke "The rise and fall of the Essen model" in Internationale 
wissenschaftliche Korrespondenz zur Geschichte der deutschen Arbeiter- 
bewegung (Juni, 1977, Heft 2)."

h. Thus the demand for the 8-hour day was replaced by one for 7 hours and 
later for 6 hours.

5. Lucas stresses the importance of such forms of action rather than 
lp st.rikp dfiTnanrig; Arbeiterradikalismus p.18U.
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of pre-war strikes to be limited to miners at specific pits or to 

certain districts was also maintained: it was not -until April 1919 

that an overwhelming majority of miners joined in a united stoppage. 

Finally, the demands raised by the strikers continued to be for better 

pay, shorter hours and the introduction of a less arbitrary, more 

humane and a more participatory regime in the pits themselves. 

Political aims were of peripheral importance: even the demand for the 

"socialization" of the mines, whiclTwas a central issue in early 1919, 

was not raised until two months after the revolution, and one of its 

chief merits was its vagueness, and the lack of concern shown even by 

its supporters about the fundamental questions of ownership. The 

demand for socialization was generally seen as a means of ensuring that 

the pits were run in a manner more responsive to the wishes and concerns 

of the miners. Mien workers' councils were elected their prime concern 

was to remove unpopular mine officials: after this few of them seem to 

have had clear aims.

The war and its immediate aftermath therefore carried considerably 

further the labour movement ! s reliance on the Government to secure gains 

which were not otherwise to be readily achieved: both unions and SPD 

were first recognized by and accommodated within the Wilhelmine state, 

and then assumed state responsibility themselves. Change in the Ruhr

1 • On the lack of precision and clarity behind the concept, see Tempke 
"Rise and fall of the Essen Model"; Mommsen "Bergarbeiterbewegung" 
p.292; Lucas Arbeiterradikalismus pp.177, 185-188.

2. Tenpke "Rise and fall of the Essen Model" pp.168-169.
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came from above rather than from below. The gains won were not 

sufficient, however, to remove the tensions and conflicts in the mines 

themselves, so that the traditional pattern of localized and 

unco-ordinated unrest reappeared, with a force unparalleled even in 

1889-1891 or in 190$. The war and revolution thus widened still further 

the gap which had always been present between the "old" style of 

unco-ordinated strikes and conflicts to which the miners readily resorted 

and the "new" style of patient organisational effort which the leaders 

sought to foster. By 1920 the gap between the aims and concerns of many
>

miners and those of the unions and SPD had become so wide that a state of 

civil war was reached in the Ruhr. 1 Even without such overt and 

explicit conflict, however, the absence of real unity and common under­ 

standing within the working class and between workers and their main 

industrial and political organisations meant that even the gains which 

had been won stood on uncertain foundations, and left them dangerously 

vulnerable to shifts of political fortune and to any revival of the 

forces of reaction.

1. On the history of the conflict in the tohr, see E. Lucas 
MHrai-evolution 1920 2 vols (Frankfurt a.M., 1970 and 1973).
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III

The Ruhr was not in any simple sense "typical" of Germany. The over­ 

whelming dominance of heavy industry, the rapid growth and sheer scale 

of the industrial complex and the nature of the denominational and 

ethnic divisions within the working class were not exactly paralleled 

elsewhere. Different social and economic conditions naturally 

influenced the shaping of the labour movement, which consequently 

showed somewhat different characteristics in different localities.

Nevertheless, despite undoubted differences between regions, many of 

the broad problems and issues which were so crucial in the Ruhr may well 

have been important elsewhere. We know, for instance, that rapid 

population growth, migration and high working class mobility were common 

in many industrialising centres: industrialization was rapid, and the

transformation of society from agriculture to industry was proceeding

2apace throughout this period. It has recently been suggested that the

"ideal type" of urban society in Germany at this time saw a largely 

settled bourgeoisie, contrasting with"a constantly mobile working class": 

up to one third of all rented dwellings were vacated within one year, and 

only a small minority were inhabited by the same person for over five years.

1 . Lucas usefully compares and contrasts many aspects of working class 
experience in the differing settings of Rerrjjbheid and Hamborn: Lucas 
Arbeiterradikalismus . Regional differences in the history of the 
labour movement are also disucssed in Ritter Arbeiterbewegung .

2. In 1881). the number of people employed in industry was still only about 
equal to those employed in agriculture and forestry; by 190? double 
the number employed in agriculture etc., were employed in industry. 
W.O. Henderson The rise of German industrial power, I83li-I91l4 (London, 
1975) p

3. Niethammer and Brilggemeier ""Wie wohnten Arbeiter im Kaiserreich?up.81j; 
Langewies che "Vfenderungsbewegungen" p . 1 0 .
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Facts such as this suggest that it is not merely in the Ruhr that we 

must avoid thinking of "the working class" as an established and 

settled entity in the years before 191U.

What this meant for working class society, whether it undermined a 

sense of community and growth of solidarity, requires further investi­ 

gation in particular localities. If effective solidarity was hard to 

achieve amongst miners, was it often present amongst other workers? 

Did the newcomers to the cities bring with them their old loyalties and 

sense of identity, whether defined in religious, ethnic, linguistic or 

political terms, or did they submerge their former identity within a 

new, broader and specifically industrial working class culture? Here 

the activities of a range of cultural bodies, of which the Churches were 

amongst the most important, are relevant. As the history of the 

growth of Polish nationalism in the Ruhr illustrates, the impact of 

industrialisation and social change may be to strengthen rather than to 

diminish traditional conflicts and divisions within the working class. 

Similar problems were present in the eastern border areas of Germany 

and wherever there were significant numbers of national, ethnic, 

religious or other minorities. Was the presence or the absence of such 

minorities more common in working class society at this time? Should 

we even think in terms of one "working class" society, or rather of 

mutually exclusive "sub-cultures", of which the socialist sub-culture was 

but one?

1 . It has been suggested that Berlin in the late nineteenth century 
became "an a-religious city". How true and how typical was this? 
Did the constant influx of newcomers to city life provide a continued 
basis for working class religious life and loyalty? Attention has 
recently, and belatedly, been directed to the Catholic "sub-culture", 
but relatively little attention has been given to working class 
Protestantism. See G. Masur Imperial Berlin (London, 197U) p.108; 
D. Blackbourn "The problem of democratisation: German Catholics and the 
role of the Centre Party" in Evans (ed) Society and Politics in 

Germany; Ross Beleaguered Tower.
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The experience of work itself was obviously crucial to the history of 

the working class, but has as yet received minimal attention from 

historians. Class conflict was focused primarily on the work place, 

and the development of class consciousness was thus likely to be shaped 

around the issues at stake there. What were these issues, how were 

they pursued and with what success? "What implications did industrial 

structure, plant organisation, skill divisions and other aspects of work 

experience have for working class solidarity and unity? KLd different 

types of industry produce different types of conflict and action, and if

so why? These vital questions obviously demand a comparative approach,

2building on a number of detailed local and industrial studies.

Finally, the link between these social and industrial factors and the 

history of the organised labour movement needs to be investigated in 

detail. The pragmatic, cautious, non-radical labour movement in the 

Ruhr lay within the mainstream of the movement in Germany: explicit 

revisionism was rejected, but efforts were devoted to the building of 

organisation and the winning of elections, not to the making of revolu­ 

tion. We have suggested that this approach was substantially an

1. There were very few "political" strikes in Germany at this time: 
nearly all were concerned with the "economic" issues of work. 
D. Fricke Zur Organisation und Tatigkeit der dentschen Arbeiter- 
bewegung (Leipzig, 1962) p.255.

2. One issue which would be raised is the existence and meaning of the 
terra "labour aristocracy". For a recent review and discussion of 
the (far more developed) debate on this question in Britain, see 
H.F. Moorhouse "The Marxist theory of the labour aristocracy" in 
Social History (Jan. 1978) pp.61-82. Hitter has pointed to a 
significant distinction between the scope for "political" protest 
in large-scale and small-scale industry: Arbeiterbewegung chapter U.
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attempt to face and overcome the difficult social and industrial 

conditions in the area, reflecting particularly the social disunity 

and continued conservatism of the working class and the failure of 

the strike wave of the early 1890's. Did similar factors account 

for the similar approach adopted elsewhere? Was it the absence of 

such difficulties, or a more purely political domination by particu­ 

lar ideologists, -which secured the strength of radicalism in some 

other centres? It is hoped that this study can help to stimulate 

further questions and further enquiry into these and related issues, 

so central to the history of the German working class.

1. Such an investigation would need to focus primarily on the trade 
unions which, despite general recognition of their growing pre­ 
eminence over the SPD, have been accorded relatively little 
attention by historians.
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