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An account of the attempt by women cleaners at the University of 
Durham to gain effective trade union representation.

In a university or an office people leave the 
building dirty and find it clean in the morning. 
Clever stuff! Just another of .those modern miracles 
to put in the same bracket as electric carving 
knives and colour telly. And if by accident people 
happen to see a woman with a mop and bucket dis­
appearing round a corner how little it disturbs the 
sense that these places get cleaned by magic. Yet 
People clean offices and universities and get paid 
precious little for it and get treated like dirt 
into the bargain.- This is an account of how some 
women cleaners tried to organise themselves and the 
difficulties they faced.

FOREWORD
The Labour Government's £2 billion tribute to international 

finance in the form of cuts in public expenditure and in employ­
ment is the latest in a long series. The Chancellor of the 
Exchequer's proposals are designed to maximise reductions while 
minimizing resistance by setting groups of workers against one 
another and as always by carrying them out at the expense of 
those worst placed to resist Them. Reductions in employment 
and services will bear most heavily on the following groups: 
women, part-tim^ workers , . school-leavers, immigrant, workers’, 
children and the elderly. Direct redundancies of full-time 
workers in the public sector will be minimized in a variety of 
ways. Unemployment will be exported to the private sector by 
cutting back on government spending, especially on construction 
projects. The hours and employment of part-time workers will be 
cut back. Earlier retirement will be encouraged. Employment 
will be reduced by 'natural wastage', that is people who leave 
their jobs will not be replaced. The workers most likely to 
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leave their jobs, especially in a period of high unemployment, 
are'women;whose inherited domestic role makes them primarily 
responsible for the care of children.< and the. old and .the in­
firm. Women wishing to; repehifer employment ;will be unable, to 
do so. This attack on employment is Supported, by the' increas­
ing emphasis on the ideology that 'A ’Woman's Place is in the 
Home'. As in the aftermath of the Second World War, women are 
being warned about the deprivation of children with working 
mothers, and the necessity of breast feeding, advised how to 
save money by working harder in the. home, and facilities for 
abortion are under severe attack.(1)

In recent years there has been a sharp increase in part- 
time employment of women. Part-timers are cheap. They can be 
forced to accept wages and conditions which would be unaccept­
able to full-time workers. They can be employed outside normal 
working hours without overtime rates, denied paid holidays and 
sick leave, pension rights, and most crucially, claims to re­
dundancy payments. Even under the new Employment Protection 
Act, rights in these areas will only be extended to those part- 
timers working’more than 16 hours a week. Apart from all the 
other ways government and employers evade and delay the implem­
entation' of equal pay, part-time employment helps to maintain 
women as a reserve pool of cheap labour.(2)

As Counter-Information Services point out,(3) "Women are 
frequently-written off as apathetic, second-class workers who 
don't really need the money and whose primary role- is. anyway in 
the home. And if you want to look at it that way there is 
plenty of evidence to back you up". Women are less likely than 
men to join trade unions, and to participate in trade union 
activities. However, it is not the case that, despite the best 
efforts of honest trade unionists, women are poor material for 
unionisation. It is rather the case that when women seek eff­
ective union representation, they are confronted both by the 
constraints imposed by their dual role as workers and as house­
wives and mothers and the attitudes which go with this, and also 
by the scepticism and chauvinism of trade union bureaucrats.

BUREAUCRATS AND WOMEN CLEANERS
This account shows how a small group of cleaners, employed 

• in a part of the University of Durham, struggled in vain for 
.effective union representation. Two major trade unions, the 
-General and Municipal Workers Union (GMWU) and the Transport 
and General Workers Union (TGWU), were primarily concerned with 
settling their claims to' their respective negotiating rights, 
rather than with negotiating the workers' demands. They treated 
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the workers as clients and did not act as representatives of the 
workers. The- GMWU, while insisting on their exclusive right to 
represent the workers, have acted explicitly as the agents of 
the employers. Not only were the cleaners, in the absence of 
effective trade union support, in a weak bargaining position, 
but they found it difficult to resist the claims of the Univ­
ersity, and its male and middle-class agents, to exercise auth­
ority over the terms and conditions of their employment. The 
part-time and 'secondary' nature of their work discouraged 
cleaners from taking consistently strong action in defence of 
-their rights.

Durham, has long been an area of high unemployment, so the 
University and Colleges have found it easy to recruit a large 
establishment of cleaners and catering staff who travel into 
the city from.distant villages. They are-employed by 14 
separate colleges as well as different parts of the-University. 
When they have been forced to look for economies, their first 
response has been to save money on the wages of cleaning and 
catering staff, rather than to cut back on the income and priv­
ileges of academic and administrative staff. By the end of 
1973 the pay and conditions of the women cleaners were even 
worse than those offered by other public- employers in the area. 
Cleaners were paid 4Q%p an hour for 14-4 hours per week. By com­
parison County Hall paid 46p per hour for a 21 hour week. Pay 
rises were countered by reductions in hours. Cleaners were not 
entitled to sick pay. Holidays were conceded, but cleaners did 
not gain any pension rights, pay increases for long service, or 
claims to redundancy payments. Catering staff at the student 
cafeteria were laid off without a retainer over University vac­
ations as is standard- practice. So, although they worked full- 
time, they never worked for a full year and thus never acquired 
the right to redundancy payments.

the role of the gmwu
According to an inter-union 'spheres of influence' agreement, 

the GMWU had claimed the right to recruit members among manual ' 
and domestic staff at the University of Durham. They had very 
few members among full-time domestic workers in the colleges, 
and took no interest in the recruitment of part-time cleaning 
staff, nor of women workers in general. Nevertheless, in 1972, 
Mrs. Maddison, then employed as a cleaner, asked a GMWU shop 
steward for membership forms and recruited about 20 members. 
He told her that she was wasting her time, as the union could 
not represent people working less than 21 hours. The members 
had 12p weekly subscriptions deducted from their wages, but were 
never issued with membership cards, informed of union meetings 
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or represented in pay negotiations. Finding that theywera in­
deed wasting their time, they dropped out. Quite independently 
of this, the Durham Students Union.(DSU), concerned at the lack 
of representation of full-time staff, mainly women, at the 
student cafeteria, wrote to ask the GMWU to recruit members. 
GMWU replied to their letter, but never followed it up.

The expansion of public employment provided the power base 
in the North-East for the officials of the GMWU. Their region­
al secretary Andrew Cunningham, who saw no contradiction in sit­
ting on boards of management and'Representing' workers, sat on 
a number of employing bodies, including the Council of Durham 
University, and was a dominant figure in the Labour Party, until 
his arrest and conviction for corruption. The GMWU controlled 
union membership of manual workers in most public institutions 
in the North-East, in this way, they extended their power, 
while the employers were not unduly troubled by union demands, 
and the unions not unduly bothered by the need to recruit and 
represent workers.

ENTER THE TQWU
In October 1973, cleaners were given Ip per hour rise to 

standardise wages throughout the university. This derisory in­
crease angered the cleaners. The authors, then a student and 
a teacher respectively at the University, discussed the poss­
ibility of unionisation with several cleaners and with Mrs. 
Maddison, then employed as a tea lady. Mr. Mills of the TGWU 
was invited to address cleaners. The authors, together with 
Mrs. Maddison, leafletted the cleaners. On 15 November two 
meetings were held, before and after work hours. Cleaners, 
mindful of their experience with the SOU were sceptical of the 
willingness of the trade unions to represent part-time workers. 
Mr. Mills allayed their fears. They would pay a part-timers' 
subscription of 7p per week, but would have all the rights of 
full members. They would have their own branch. No agreements 
could be made by union officials unless they were accepted by 
the workers concerned. Within a week 62 cleaners and 2 tea 
ladies had joined-the TGWU and formed a branch.

At this point the University took an unprecedented interest 
in the trade union membership of cleaners. On 19 November, 
Bryan Cooke,Senior Bursar, informed cleaners that while, as by 
law,-'Every individual is free to join the union of his or her 
choice or not to join a union,' he strongly encouraged them to 
join the GMWU as the University had agreed that the GMWU should 
represent manual and domestic staff. This encouragement was 
strongly reinforced by Mr. Hyde, an ex-R.S.M., the cleaners
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supervisor. Despite this 'encouragement' only 5 women left the 
TGWU. Meanwhile the University.wrote to the University Committee 
for Non-Teaching Staffs asking them to ’influence the TGWU to 
withdraw from what is undoubtedly GMWU territory'. No activity 
was forthcoming from the GMWU except', belatedly, a telephone 
call in which they peremptorily demanded that the TGWU refrain 
from recruiting and hand over the members to them. As Mr. Mills
pointed out to Mr. Cooke, I 1 am somewhat surprised to note
that you are acting as an agent of the GMW Union. You will 
appreciate that when Unions breach the Bridlington Agreement it 
is normally the job of the Union who is claiming the breach to 
make the complaint, and not to ask an employer to act as agent.' 
But then the GMWU was soon to return the compliment.

Mr. Mills informed Mr. Cooke that the cleaners wished to 
remain in the TGWU and requested a meeting to discuss 'an im­
provement in basic pay, the introduction of a sick pay system, 
agreed review periods of terms and conditions of employment, an 
agreed establishment of cleaners and other items'.

'outside AGITATOR S’7^
The role of the authors of this account raised some signif­

icant problems. Our disgust at the Ip pay rise made us determ­
ined to help the cleaners. We made enquiries from cleaning and 
catering staff, from Mrs. Maddison, and from a student who had 
been a shop steward and had studied‘at Ruskin. We also consulted 
May Hobbs, who led the successful .struggle to unionise London 
night cleaners. We conducted a brief survey of wages and con­
ditions of.service among University cleaners and catering staff. 
Only then did we begin to realise the abysmal lack of a number 
of basic rights, and of the consistent way in which over the 
years the University unilaterally kept down earnings. The Univ­
ersity was probably not unusual in its employment practices; 
nor were we unusual in our ignorance. It was clear that 
cleaners were not willing to., join-the GMWU,. We therefore con­
tacted the TGWU, which had a cleaner's branch in London and 
which, unlike the GMWU, had a reputation for protecting its 
members interests. Catering staff showed an initial interest, 
but then backed off when warned against joining the TGWU by the 
University. We therefore concentrated on the cleaners employed 
in the Arts and Social Science buildings, and made no attempt to 
recruit elsewhere in the University, because we did not have the 
capacity to do so, and because the GMWU did have some members on 
the Science Site and in' certain colleges.

Although we are socialists who are committed to the object­
ives of the women's movement, we were not members of any 




