CIVIL SERVICE TRADE UNIONS IN IRELAND, 1 : 1801-1922.
Martin Maguire.
To understand the kind of trade unionism created amongst Irish civil servants it is necessary to keep in mind the central paradox of the British State in Ireland under the 1801 Act of Union; the continuance of a local executive in Dublin Castle under the parliamentary union.  The Act of Union created a single state authority over the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, but had left the separate Irish administration in Dublin Castle in place.  Though this dual authority was soon recognised as anomalous it endured.  During the nineteenth-century, as a series of administrative reforms shaped the modern civil service of the British State, the Irish civil service evolved to serve an historically distinctive State structure that served both the British State and also the Irish administration.  Therefore its organisational evolution reflected both British and Irish influences.  This in turn strongly shaped its goals and its capacity to organise.                         

Trade union organisation amongst civil servants faced considerable difficulties.  These derived not only from dealing with complex issues that arose on pay and conditions as new grades were created, but also from the need to develop organisational structures that would enable civil servants negotiate successfully with the corporate power of the State.  Their political masters might interpret collective action, taken by civil servants in defence of their economic interests, as a challenge to the State that demanded their final loyalty.  Also, any collective organisation of the civil service faced the most powerful employer, armed with the authority to alter conditions and pay at will and to dismiss dissenting civil servants at any time with consequent loss of status, salary and pension rights.  Even if the State’s constitutional domination over each and every individual civil servant might remain largely uncontested, negotiators still confronted the absence of management as an independent authority able to make decisions.  Civil servants found themselves negotiating with other civil servants, their departmental heads, rather than with their political masters.  Departmental heads cited the over-riding authority of politicians, whilst politicians cited the over-riding authority of the voter, to divert claims made by civil service organisations.  Civil servants were themselves dispersed within a myriad of departments and grades that encouraged an introverted culture of parochial departmentalism and habituated them to institutional regulation, with most so blinkered by a sense of respectability they looked askance at all trade union organisations.  
The civil service of the British State was shaped by two related but different reforming impulses.  One aimed to reform the mode of recruitment to the civil service, the other aimed to ensure parliamentary control of the work of civil servants.  Control of the work of civil servants was achieved by the creation in 1862 of the Public Accounts Committee of the House of Commons and by the 1866 Audit and Exchequer Act.  These gave the House of Commons control of the flow of money in and out of the Treasury along with the ability to examine civil servants in detail on how money was spent.  The possibility that they might be called at some future date by the Public Accounts Committee to explain how a decision was made ensured that civil servants sought clarity in policy formation and  political authority for their actions, along with the written record to prove it.
  Civil servants would be accountable to the Houses of Parliament, and not only to their minister or the Treasury, for the way in which they spent public moneys.  
Reform of recruitment to the civil service was primarily a reaction against the corruption of the service by patronage appointments.  Traditionally patronage had been the main method of recruitment to the civil service.  Originally a right of the crown the control of appointments to public positions had gradually passed into the hands of the dominant parliamentary party forming the government.  Ministers simply appointed their own clients, or their client’s nominee, to staff their own departments.  In the first decades of the nineteenth century, as it became possible to calculate the cost of the civil service, the necessity for economy and control became evident.  Civil service reform set out to curtail the growth of the state administrative apparatus by abolishing patronage appointments and centralising recruitment and qualification in the Treasury, a civil, non-political and non-spending arm of the state. 
   Acts of Parliament of 1810 and 1816 vested in the Treasury the control and regulation of salaries, pensions and allowances in all public offices.  Annual accounts of the changes in all such payments were to be made to parliament.  Through the abolition of sinecure and redundant positions the number of staff in government offices was brought down from 27,000 in 1821 to 16,750 in 1841.
 

The disaster of the Crimean War added to the demands for the destruction of an aristocratic monopoly of power and position in the army and in the civil service.
  No less than the stupidities of the military, the incompetence of the civil service was held to blame for the national humiliation.
  Proof was to hand in the polemical Report on the Organization of the Civil Service prepared by Sir Charles Trevelyan and Sir Stafford Northcote.
  Admission into the civil service they asserted, though without offering any evidence, 'is eagerly sought after, but is for the unambitious, and the indolent or incapable that it is chiefly desired.  Those whose abilities do not warrant an expectation that they will succeed in the open professions, where they must encounter the competition of their contemporaries, and those whom indolence of temperament, or physical infirmities make unfit for active exertions, are placed in the civil service, where they may obtain an honourable livelihood with little labour, and with no risk'.
  The basic principles of the Northcote-Trevelyan reforms were that work in government offices should be classified as either intellectual or merely mechanical, each performed by distinct grades of clerk; that recruitment to the civil service should be by competitive tests; that the various establishments of the crown should be regarded as a single civil service rather than a collection of autonomous offices and that each department of the Crown should be headed by a political master answerable to Crown and Parliament for the policies and conduct of his department.
  

In 1855, by Order in Council, rather than by act of parliament, the Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir John Cornewall Lewis created the Civil Service Commission.  Henceforth candidates for the civil service would require a certificate of fitness from the three Civil Service Commissioners.  Though not the centralist and independent examining authority that Trevelyan suggested, the Commission was an important step.  After 1855 candidates for the civil service would be declared qualified by an authority independent from that which appointed them.
  The Superannuation Act of 1859 provided that no person shall be accepted as having served in the permanent civil service unless admitted with a certificate from the Civil Service Commission.
  In 1870 a further Order in Council gave the Treasury control of recruitment in virtually all government departments.  Separate examinations were devised for the two grades of civil servant corresponding to Trevelyan’s distinction of intellectual and mechanical work; Grade I for university graduates and grade II for school leavers.  Though the departments of government remained essentially independent in their internal structures the Civil Service Commission now had control of the recruitment of almost all civil servants.
  

The 1874 Playfair Commission was a further advance toward the Northcote-Trevelyan structure of a two-grade civil service.  An Order in Council created the “Lower Division” civil service and required that ‘no department of state should be permanently increased without providing for the introduction of a system whereby such of its duties as are of a suitable character shall be performed by members of the Lower Division and that no vacancies were to be filled or new appointments made above the rank of Lower Division until the Commissioners of the Treasury have been satisfied that the duties in question could not be adequately performed by clerks of the Lower Division’.
  
In Great Britain civil service reform drew from a generally available liberal rhetoric of reform and improvement that naturalised the advantages enjoyed by the upper classes as educational distinction, hailed the eclipse of hereditary patronage by individual meritocracy, urged the advance of an electoral politics driven by issues rather than vested interests, and demanded ministerial responsibility to parliament rather than to party.  In time this, it was expected, would destroy the corruption of patronage and lead to the rise of a politically neutral bureaucratic authority based on reason and objectivity.
  Structural reform of the civil service was achieved by shifting from a vertical division of the different departments of state to a horizontal division across the whole of the civil service.  Each horizontal level, spanning all the departments of government, was to be staffed by civil service grades in which intellectual ability matched the tasks of that particular level. The purpose of reform was the make the civil service a more effective instrument of state policy by ensuring that only the best qualified would succeed in entry to a civil service career.  The civil service, guided by respectable moral standards, would display disinterested neutrality in their task of analysing and applying public policy.  The civil service as a politically neutral, anonymous, rational, bureaucratic apparatus, delivering efficient service to the government in power regardless of party and in the name of the state, became a British national institution.
  

Though the debate on civil service reform initiated by Northcote-Trevelyan claimed to be about civil service organisation it was in fact about civil service recruitment only.  Trevelyan’s concept of the division between mechanical and intellectual tasks dissolved as men gained experience and their work evolved naturally then exercising personal judgement based on experience.  The departments of government retained distinct identities and preserved their own traditions and modes of work, so transfers between them were rare, therefore inhibiting the development of a cross-service standard.  The various inquiries into the civil service simply demonstrated again and again the impossibility of classifying the whole of the civil service without creating anomalies. 
  However the creation of cross-service grades and the periodic inquiries did encourage and facilitate the development of early forms of trade unionism as civil servants themselves organised to present evidence on their situation to the commissions.  These commissions expected that any civil servant who presented evidence to an inquiry should be in some sense ‘representative’ and not offering merely personal opinions.    

A further vehicle of organisation that spread the concept of combination across the civil service were the journals such as the Civil Service Gazette ‘established for advocating and protecting the interests of all civil officers and clerks in every department of the civil service’, published from 1853;  The Civilian ‘the accredited organ of the civil service’ published from 1869; and Red Tape, published from 1911.  These cross-service journals encouraged a corporate identity and a common agitation to secure redress of shared grievances.
  The Civil Service Gazette was the organ of the Association of Civil Service Temporary Clerks and Writers, the first all-service class and one that shared common problems of low pay, no prospects and constant alteration of regulation that offered no improvement in conditions.
  The Gazette publicised civil service scepticism that the Northcote-Trevelyan reforms were mainly about securing the future of those Oxbridge graduates who did not take holy orders, rather than about benefiting the State.  Red Tape was the journal of the Assistant Clerks Association.  In 1897 the Treasury created the general service established class of Assistant Clerks, recruited from the Boy Clerk grade, an unestablished temporary grade of boys aged from fourteen to nineteen years created by Playfair.  Under the leadership of W.J. Brown the Assistant Clerks Association became a leading force in civil service trade unionism in the early twentieth century.
The Act of Union of 1801, that united the parliaments of Ireland and Great Britain, was the culmination of a period of political reform in Ireland stretching back to the winning of legislative independence in 1782.  However, even after 1801, although part of the United Kingdom, Ireland remained administratively in the ancien regime as political reform was not matched by administrative reform.  Though the eighteenth century culture of patronage declined in England it continued to thrive in Ireland.  British opinion came to believe that the Irish administration was particularly corrupt and venal.
  Up to its dissolution the Castle administration remained closely intertwined with the dominant political forces of nationalist and unionist Ireland as politicians competed to hand out positions to their clients.
  Investigations by a parliamentary committee in 1913 confirmed that appointments by qualifying examination to civil service positions in Ireland were a rarity, and that the vast majority of the Irish higher civil servants were appointed by nomination.
    

Reform of Dublin Castle began during the chief secretaryship of Robert Peel.
  Though a staunch defender of the Protestant Ascendancy Peel was enough of a nineteenth-century man to be disgusted by the corruption in the Irish administration.  The attack on patronage in Ireland, as in Great Britain, was driven by the financial crisis of the post-Napoleonic war period and by distaste for the remnants of patronage that persisted.  More immediately, with the merging of the English and Irish exchequers in 1816-7, the costs of Irish patronage would become a drain on the English rather than Irish taxpayer.  This would be politically indefensible.  In 1817 the Abolition and Compensation of Offices Act abolished one hundred and twenty Irish sinecure posts.  Under Peel Ireland began to develop the administrative core of a centralised civil service.

Whereas in Britain it was generally believed that less government was better government, in Ireland the assumption (or hope) was that more government now would lead eventually, in imitation of English normalcy, to less government later.  In a reversal of the English norm, in Ireland it became usual to propose an expansion of state activity in response to any problem.
  Under the Chief Secretary Edward Stanley (later lord Derby) 1830-33, the separate branches of the Civil, War and Yeomanry departments were consolidated into one Chief Secretary’s Office (CSO).   Stanley also created the National Board of Education and established a State-supervised national school system.
  Irish urban government, after 1835, was directed from Dublin Castle and local government officials in urban areas were largely professional agents of central government.  Public works were supervised and financed centrally as the Board of Works, also established by Stanley as a separate department in 1831, developed a national inspectorate to evaluate and direct the substantial range of public works which were in fact state-sponsored anti-poverty campaigns.  Public health, through the national dispensary system staffed by professional doctors, was largely funded and run by central government.  The drive to eliminate Irish poverty, the source it was believed of Irish disaffection, was to lead later to the establishment of the Congested Districts Board in 1891 and in 1899 the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction, both with large civil service staffs.  The adjudication of ‘fair rents’ under the 1881 Land Act and the later transfer of the land of Ireland from the landlords to the tenants necessitated the creation of the Land Commission with its large staff of administrators, surveyors and valuers that numbered 1,350 staff by independence.
  Hence state activity in Ireland led to the civil service expanding in responsibilities and number.  In the fifty years between 1861 and 1911, when the Irish population declined by one-third, the number of Irish civil servants grew threefold. 
The only significant gesture toward an Irish demand for local involvement in the country’s administration was the creation of boards to administer government decisions.  These boards, though staffed by civil servants, were headed by local figures that gave the appearance of Irish participation.  Thus while in Britain the tendency was toward a clear political authority at the head of government departments in Ireland the creation of boards tended to fragment political responsibility whilst creating a great deal of local civil service autonomy.  By 1912 there were over forty departments in an Irish administration that was run in parallel by London and by Dublin.  The eleven United Kingdom departments run by Whitehall co-existed with the twenty-nine wholly Irish departments run by Dublin.  The great development departments, Education, Local Government, Congested Districts Board and the Department of Agriculture and Technical Development, were managed by unpaid boards and were therefore independent of the political head of the Irish administration, the Chief Secretary Ireland.   The Chief Secretary Ireland answered to Parliament for the Irish administration, but he did not control it. 

In the civil service the usual mode of organisation was by “memorial”.  Memorials, begging letters with high ‘grovel’ factor, were submitted by civil servants to their departmental heads for recommendation to the Treasury, if approved.    As the administrative apparatus was rationalised civil servants across the United Kingdom learnt to think of themselves less in departmental and more in grade and class terms.  The Treasury still clung to the traditional procedure of individual memorial through heads of department and resisted the demands for uniform salaries across the service and refused any comparative claims across departments and grades.  However the classification and grading of the civil service continued to foster the growth of organisations that crossed the departments of government as, having identified anomalies, civil servants agitated for even greater uniformity in pay and conditions.
  The key demand of the civil service organisations was that the Treasury should cease hiding behind departmental heads and agree to direct negotiations.  The fear grew in the Treasury that general service grading was creating a trade unionism in the civil service that would be too powerful for either the government or the Treasury to control.   Thus, though the tendency of reform was toward a centralized civil service, the 1888 Ridley commission into economy in the civil service was used by the Treasury to reinforce departmental control of staff.  The Ridley commission made minimal reforms, simply recommending that the lower division clerks be renamed the Second Division civil service with standard hours of work, holidays, sick leave and salary scales across the whole of the civil service.  The tendency towards a trade unionism within the civil service, though weakened, was not halted by Ridley.  

The Irish civil service showed a precocious ability to move beyond ‘memorials’ to collective organisation.    In these early combinations the main issues were the persistence of patronage that blocked promotions, discrepancies in salary levels for the same grade across different departments, but especially the extent to which conditions for the Irish civil service were inferior to those in Britain. Although cushioned by secure status and pensions civil servants, like other workers, are driven to combine by everyday issues of status, pay and conditions.  When patronage ruled and the civil service had no systematic mode of entry or grading, it was in each civil servant’s best interest to work alone for his own personal advancement using whatever influence he had in political or administrative circles.  With the Treasury securing control of all salaries, promotions, pensions and allowances combined action by classes of civil servants who shared the same conditions and status proved more effective, despite Treasury resistance to these quasi-trade union combinations.
  The Irish civil service actively participated with their British colleagues in these combinations.  The earliest cross-service combination in the civil service arose out of discontent with superannuation benefits.  Since 1834 deductions had been made from salaries to pay for pensions.  However in the event of an early death no benefits accrued to the surviving family regardless of the value of the accumulated deductions.  The civil servants in the Valuation Office Ireland initiated a memorial that crossed departmental and national boundaries and led to a commission of inquiry into the operation of the Superannuation Act of 1834.
  
With the departure in 1833 of Stanley as Chief Secretary Ireland old modes of recruitment and promotion came creeping back into Dublin Castle and the recrudescence of patronage led to the first quasi-trade union organisation of Irish civil servants.  In 1848 the clerks in the Chief Secretary’s Office applied to the Treasury for annual increments in their salaries to bring them into line with the prevailing practice in Britain.  The grounds of the memorial were the lack of promotion opportunities due to the persistence of patronage appointments and the inferior conditions attached to the CSO as compared to the comparable Home Office in Whitehall.  The posts of Under Secretary and Assistant Under Secretary of the CSO were developed as essentially civil service posts where the Assistant Under Secretary in particular was to be ‘thoroughly acquainted with the whole of the detailed arrangements of the office business’.
  The post of Assistant Under Secretary, originally Chief Clerk, was intended to be a promotional post for the clerks of the CSO achieved by seniority. Traditionally the Chief Secretary’s Office had a unique ladder of promotion in which each clerk advanced in turn toward the First Clerkship and thus was guaranteed progression in rank and salary.  The clerks’ 1848 memorial complained that soon after the departure of Chief Secretary Stanley in 1833 the offices of Under Secretary and Assistant Under Secretary reverted to being patronage appointments. With the appointment of Thomas Drummond in 1835 as Under Secretary by the Liberal government it reverted to being a political appointment in the gift of the ruling party.    In 1837 an outsider, a Mr McDonnell was brought in as Assistant Under Secretary.  He was succeeded in turn by a series of outsiders; Messrs Hamilton, Pennefeather and McKenna.  The recrudescence of patronage had halted progression within the CSO.  The failure of the Irish administration to generate any significant opportunities for promotion was to continue to prove a source of deep frustration amongst Irish civil servants right up to independence.
  The complaint of the clerks was that in the absence of yearly increments in salary, as was the norm in the British civil service, many of them remained on the same salary for years.  There followed the usual Treasury inquiry into the workings of the Irish offices but the specific complaints of the clerks remained unanswered.  In 1852 the clerks in the Chief Secretary’s Office revived the 1848 memorial, attaching a comparative statement of the salary scales of the Home Office in Whitehall and the Chief Secretary’s Office to illustrate the far inferior conditions in the Castle.  In this the Irish civil servants were establishing a connection between their own aims and the presumed aim of the state, to make British and Irish institutions as similar as possible.  
The renewed memorial by the clerks was used by Trevelyan to assert Treasury dominance over the Irish administration by instituting an inquiry so that the ‘duties and emoluments of all the members of the Establishments, as well as the contingent expenses of the Office, shall have been subject to a detailed inquiry and revision’.
  The inquiry led an immediate reform of the Assistant Under Secretaryship as it was clear that the incumbent had little insight into, or control of, the work of the office.  Once again it reverted to a promotional post within the existing staff, a reform that was recognised to be ‘of essential importance to the future well-being of the office’.  The Chief Secretary’s Office was also to adopt the practice of awarding length of service by annual increments, reserving promotion from class to class as an award of particular merit.  With the appointment of Major Thomas Larcom as Under Secretary in 1854 it was restored as part of the permanent civil service, and reverted to being a purely administrative post.  From then the Under Secretary was considered head of the Irish civil service.
   
Whilst the Irish civil service continued to use the established mode of the ‘memorial’ it also exploited its political connections.  In these political campaigns the Irish civil service fuelled the resentment felt by Irish MPs at any attempt to treat Ireland as a distant province. In 1866 in Dublin a Civil Service Committee memorialised the Treasury with a request for equality with London salaries, a request that was promptly rejected.  This Civil Service Committee was the first organisation that claimed to represent the whole of the Irish civil service as a corporate body.  The Honorary Secretary of the Committee was Charles Henry Brien, a third-class clerk in the Board of Works office in Dublin.  Breen was also secretary of the Civil Service Literary Society, which he seems to have used as a front for civil service combination.
  The committee was dominated by the lower class clerks of the Registrar General Office but had representation across the Dublin government departments.   Following the predictable rejection of their case by the Treasury, The civil servants started to put parliamentary pressure on the Treasury through a political campaign amongst the Irish MPs. This, the Treasury reminded the Irish civil servants, was expressly forbidden by official procedures and was ‘subversive of all discipline and of the proper subordination which ought to exist in the various grades of the civil service.’
  
In its campaign the Civil Service Committee was supported by David Plunket, Conservative M.P. for Dublin University.  In July 1870 Plunket asked Prime Minister Gladstone whether he was aware of the statement prepared by a committee of the permanent civil servants in Ireland which showed that a great disparity existed between the scales of salary of corresponding government offices in London and in Dublin and whether he was prepared to redress this inequality.  Plunket was supported by his fellow Irish Conservatives and Liberal MPs.  These supporters of Plunket’s motion, in quasi-nationalist speeches, attacked what they saw as the degraded status of Ireland within the United Kingdom implied by the inferior salaries of the Irish civil servants.  Gladstone denied the validity of the comparison between London and Dublin and refused to open the question of the salaries of the civil service in Ireland as a whole, but conceded that were it the case that civil servants of the same class and analogous departments were paid on a poorer pay scale in Dublin than London, that would require a fuller examination.
  The civil servants then submitted an analysis of the work and salaries of the General Register Offices in Dublin and London, detailing the inferior scales in the former despite the similarity of the work and structures whilst continuing their political lobby for a parliamentary inquiry into their case.  Aggressive political pressure succeeded where submissive memorials failed and the Irish civil servants got their inquiry.

Whilst investigating specific departments of government in Dublin the inquiry had also to look into the ‘causes of dissatisfaction which exist amongst the members of the civil service serving in Ireland’.
  The evidence of the civil servants to the commission shows the petit-bourgeois obsession with status and respectability of the black-coated worker, values which permeated the civil service and were in all probability shared by the commissioners. Civil servants, they complained, were so poorly paid they could not maintain an upright and independent position in society. It was even the case that due to their low salaries some civil servants were compelled to live side by side with artisans rather than amongst the respectable middle classes. Not surprisingly the inquiry found that the causes of dissatisfaction amongst the Irish civil servants were the general inadequacy of their salary scales along with the inferior rates of pay offered to analogous offices in Dublin as compared with London.
  Plunket then moved  in the House of Commons that  the commission having established that the Irish civil service salaries were indeed inadequate, the Irish civil servants should now be placed upon ‘an equality as to remuneration with those performing duties in England corresponding in difficulty and responsibility’.
  The government was defeated in the subsequent vote on Plunket’s motion.  However Gladstone continued to make it clear that, regardless of any House of Commons motion, the government intended to adhere to the orthodoxy of market forces and Treasury control in determining salaries and staffing in all departments, including Ireland.

The Irish Civil Service Committee was revived to put the evidence of the Irish civil service to the 1874 Playfair commission, with Charles Henry Brien continuing to act as honorary secretary.   The evidence presented on behalf of the Irish Civil Service Committee by Brien shows that the Irish civil service remained unconvinced and suspicious about the rhetoric of merit, especially when applied to Dublin Castle.  Ideally what they wanted was a competitive entry at the lowest “cadet” level, with some of these cadet posts reserved for the sons of civil servants.  All higher posts were to be filled by the promotion of cadets who would qualify by study and examination.  The point was to eliminate the competition offered by Trevelyan’s beloved gentlemen graduates and the Trevelyan-created distinction between the merely mechanical and the intellectual, and replace them by bottom-entry service at the clerical grade.  The civil service would also be truly imperial with the equal salary scales and grades in the Irish, English and Indian civil service.  Brien’s evidence also hints at the tensions within the little world of Dublin Castle, with allegations of vindictive departmental heads inflicting petty and humiliating punishments.
  
The creation of the separate first and second division within the civil service continued to be viewed as a block on promotion by the lower grade civil servants.  In June 1880 six hundred and sixty of the lower division clerks (including those in Dublin) passed over their departmental heads and petitioned the Treasury directly for increased salaries for their grade across the entire civil service.  Continued frustration at being permanently restricted to a lower grade, with lower pay and status, led to the first service-wide combination of a single grade within the civil service.  In  1883 the Second Division clerks of England, Scotland and Ireland signed a memorial protesting at the rigid division of the civil service into two grades of men.  The memorial, which was refused by the Treasury, listed the accumulated grievances of the civil service.  Protesting that the upper and lower division did not reflect the character of government departments, and that higher division work was being done by men on lower division pay, the memorial asked for a general system of promotion from the lower to the higher ranks of the service, some satisfactory way of dealing with redundant clerks of the old establishment who blocked the legitimate prospects of the lower division men, along with better pay and progressive annual increments.
   
In 1902 the Assistant Clerks in Dublin Castle met to discuss a recent revision of their pay scales.  It was agreed that the Treasury in London be informed of the inadequacy of the revision.  It was also agreed that the Assistant Clerks of Edinburgh and London should be invited to join in rejecting the pay offer.  Out of this Dublin initiative the Assistant Clerks Association was formed in March 1903.
  At the same time the Inland Revenue officers were organising in the National Excise Federation.
  The Inland Revenue Association attempted to politicise the issue of civil service pay by demanding a standing committee of the House of Commons on the question, taking it out of the hands of the Treasury.  In 1911 a conference, which represented the great mass of civil servants of the whole of the United Kingdom, agreed to establish a federation to agitate as a single body and present a united front against the Treasury refusal to engage in service-wide negotiation.  In response the Prime Minister Asquith conceded a Royal Commission chaired by Sir Anthony Macdonnell to inquire into the civil service.  Between the months of January and June, 1913 Macdonnell gathered evidence on the Irish administration and heard the views of the Irish civil service.  MacDonnell had served as Under-Secretary, effectively head of the Irish civil service, between 1902 and 1904 and had very strong opinions on the need for reform of the Irish administration.  He was convinced that Ireland required the discipline of self-management more than it required self-government.  The keystone of his policy was to give the Castle a central role in controlling the many board and departments that had become virtually autonomous, with some independence from the Treasury for the Castle.    

The civil service representatives who gave evidence to the MacDonnell commission were mainly from the temporary clerks, lower grades and second division grades.  A few of these were to become activists in the development of civil service trade unionism in Ireland, none more so than Sam Sloan of the second division grade. The civil service representatives complained of the lack of promotional opportunities and the related problem of patronage appointments, lower grades doing work indistinguishable from the higher grades, and the chronic insecurity of the temporary clerks.  Most of the Irish civil service witnesses represented departments and grades within departments and only  the temporary clerks and the women clerks of the post office claimed to speak on behalf of a trade union or permanent organisation.  The temporary clerks occupied a difficult position, and perhaps because of this were the best organised.  The Irish Temporary Clerks’ Association (ITCA) claimed to represent two hundred and fifty of the four to five hundred temporary clerks in Dublin Castle.  Their demand was for permanent status, a demand that was bound to be resisted by both the permanent staff and the Treasury.  As temporary clerks they had entered the civil service without any examination.  The permanent officers assumed that they had all got their posts by either political influence or through the patronage of the departmental heads and saw them as a block to further promotion.  The Treasury reluctantly allowed temporary appointments as a compromise with the demands of the Irish government for increased staff.
  Women were employed in large numbers by the post office.  In 1903 the women clerks had responded to a cut in pay by organising the Association of Post Office Women Clerks (APOWC).  The association, along with the Federation of Women Clerks, later amalgamated to form the first women civil servants’ trade union, the Federation of Women Civil Servants. 

The Macdonnell commission was overtaken by the First World War but its recommendation that all civil servants of the administrative class, the Second Division, should enjoy a common salary scale was adopted.  Another key recommendation, which was sidelined by the war, was that an establishment division should be created within the Treasury, and an establishment officer be appointed within each department of government, to sanction rates of pay, control salaries and to issue general regulations for the service.  Another recommendation, which was also swept aside by the outbreak of war, was for formal negotiations, procedures and facilities for arbitration and conciliation within the civil service with recognised representative organisations, trade unions in fact.
  This series of recommendations represented the high-water mark of achievement by the civil service trade unions before the outbreak of World War 1.  The development of civil service combination in Ireland was very much in step with Great Britain.  The same issues and opportunities generated the same organisational response, sometimes across the whole service of the United Kingdom.  It was the question of the future of the Irish civil service under Gladstone’s Home Rule proposals however, which generated the most sophisticated and successful combination of the Irish civil service under the Union.  

Home Rule dramatically altered the fundamental terms within which the civil service understood its relationship to the State.  Although all civil servants understood that they were employed ‘at pleasure’ the evolution of the civil service during the nineteenth century had implied that, in return for loyal, non-partisan service to the government in power, a civil servant would be guaranteed security for his working life and a pension on retirement.  The civil service became ‘established’ as civil servants learned to identify with the State, regardless of whichever political party might be in power.  Home Rule overturned this understanding, so far as the Irish civil servants were concerned.   One of the reasons advanced for granting home rule for Ireland was that the Irish civil service had become a bloated and inefficient machine and only a locally responsible home rule government could bring it under proper control.  The home rule bill proposed that an Irish government would be empowered to dismiss the entire Castle civil service and replace it by a smaller, and therefore cheaper, administration.
  
The 1886 Bill took the Irish civil service by surprise, but they were ready when the second home rule bill was introduced in 1893.  With the first reading of the bill a delegate 'General Committee of Permanent Civil Servants in Ireland' was formed, numbering eighty in all, elected by the civil servants themselves to ensure representation for every profession, grade, department and office of the Irish administration.
 Led by the most respected and senior of the Irish civil servants, their intense political lobbying, formerly considered gross insubordination at best, or subversion at worst, was tolerated as the general committee campaigned to secure the future status and conditions of the civil service under a home rule government.
  As a result of the campaign the Gladstone government was made to offer some significant improvements in the terms of security and pensions for the Irish civil service.   As the home rule proposal evolved through the various legislations; the 1912 Act, the 1918 Convention, Walter Long’s 1920 Act and the final Treaty settlement; the Irish civil service general committee used its political leverage and its unquestioned claim to be the voice of the entire service in Ireland, to achieve virtual constitutional status for the security of its pay and conditions.  This was expressed in Article 10 of the Treaty which would require an Irish government to pay punitive compensation to any civil servant it dismissed.  Though formal trade union combination across the entire civil service was still not allowed by the Treasury, the home rule legislation was allowed to become the key issue organising and mobilising the Irish civil service into a single combination.  The threat of dismissal implied in the home rule legislation taught the Irish civil service to think of itself as a corporate body united across all departments and grades in common defence of shared interests.

World War 1 transformed the British civil service as the State expanded to cope with the demands of the war.  The entire British civil service grew from 73,000 in 1914 to 193,000 by war’s end.  This expansion in the size and role of the civil service passed Dublin Castle by, as Ireland was peripheral to the war economy.  As the State was transformed the civil service had itself to change the way it organised to deal with its employer and the Irish civil service was swept up in the organisational response to these changes.  The years from 1915 to 1920 were years of the most rapid organisation in the history of civil service trade unionism.
  Driving this wave was wartime inflation that eroded the value of salaries at all levels and grades of the civil service.  This wave can also be seen as part of the mobilisation of white-collar workers that characterised post-war industrial relations.
  Timely concessions by the British government contained the wave of combination and prevented the emergence of a single trade union movement within the civil service.  In response to agitation within the civil service protesting at the erosion of their salaries, the government, in July 1915, appointed Sir James Woodhouse to act as an arbitrator.  Woodhouse awarded a war-time “bonus” on top of salaries as an immediate compensation mechanism.  As inflation continued the civil service unions returned to seek further bonus awards.  The continued rise in prices led to further applications for increases. The increased pressure of applications led to the establishment of the civil service conciliation and arbitration board early in 1917, thus taking pay determination entirely out of the hands of the Treasury.  The conciliation and arbitration board issued thirteen awards in the period 1917-19, all of which took the form of percentage additions to basic salaries in compensation for the rise in the cost of living.
   
The establishment of the arbitration board was a great incentive to organisation as it was only through associations or trade unions that representations could effectively be made.  However, although the whole of the civil service were demanding compensatory increases, applications to the arbitrator had to be made on a grade basis.  This prevented a single trade union for the service emerging whilst encouraging fragmentation.   With inflation continuing the associations had to return again and again to the arbitrator, using arbitration to perfect organisation.  This drive to organise was further assisted by the formation of the Whitley Council for the civil service.  The Whitley Councils were an attempt to contain the growing militancy of British labour, led by the shop stewards movement.  Whitleyism, a system of employer-employee joint industrial councils, was not intended to extend beyond industrial employment but the civil service associations argued that the government ought to set an example by instituting a Whitley council for its own employees, the civil service.  In response the government established a two-tier National Whitley Council for the civil service with Departmental Councils of departmental heads (not politicians as the civil service wanted) representing the official side and delegates of the civil service trade unions and associations representing the staff side, with an over-arching National Council representing the government and the staff associations.
  For the first time the civil service associations now had a determining rather than a mere consultative role in their own work conditions.  The first major task of the Whitley Councils was to agree on the reorganisation of the civil service into just four classes; writing assistants, clerical, administrative and executive; with higher and lower grades as appropriate and to apply these new classes to the existing departments.

Emmet O’Connor has argued that what he terms the ‘mental colonization’ of the labour movement in Ireland in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, led it to imitate the British model rather than to apply the lessons of native experience.  Thus trade union organisation flourished, where Irish labour was weak, and political intervention declined, though it was here Irish labour was strong.  He argues that the Irish trade union movement made an historic error of judgment which led in time to its marginalisation in independent Ireland.
  There are interesting parallels in the development of trade unionism within the Irish civil service.  
During the negotiations on the Whitley Councils the Irish civil servants argued for an autonomous Irish Whitley Council which, with home rule apparently imminent, was conceded.  The official side of the Irish Whitley Council was headed up by the Under-Secretary James MacMahon and included most heads of departments.  The staff side represented the civil service grade associations and was composed of the elected delegates of the associations.
  Every departmental grade or class had the right to be represented on the departmental Whitley Councils by their associations.  This encouraged the proliferation of grade and class organisations, but the majority of the Irish civil service was organised by a handful of dominant associations.  The Post Office Engineering Union and its forerunners had organised in Ireland since 1896. The Assistant Clerks Association, founded in 1904, was organised in Ireland on a departmental rather than all-Irish basis.  Its main organiser in Ireland was Michael J. Gallagher.  The Association of Executive Officers had developed from the Second Division Association and the Association of Staff Clerks and Other Civil Servants.  Founded in 1916, its Irish organisers included Conn Murphy, Thomas Murphy, Michael Smithwick and Sam Sloan.   The Civil Service Alliance, founded in 1916, was a federation of the lower grades in the civil service.  Its organiser was Gerald Mulvin.
  Late in 1919 the professional civil servants, left behind in the arbitration and Whitley process, followed the lead of their British counterparts by founding the Institute of Professional Civil Servants (Ireland).  

These Irish associations had been founded in the slipstream of their parent British associations.  Irish civil service imported the British model of grade and class combination despite the fact that the Irish administration was too small to accommodate the complex organisational structures of the British civil service.  Thus, a mixture of habit and deference led to a proliferation of organisations, many with fewer members than a single branch of a sister organisation in Britain.  Whilst the leadership of the Irish civil service trade unions agreed on the desirability of a single union for the entire service, for the most part they looked to the London leadership to achieve this across the whole of the United Kingdom.  However, so far as the London leadership was concerned priority lay with the struggle for pay and re-grading. Only Ronald J.P. Mortished, in his Irish Civil Service Union and through his trade union newsletter The Irish Civil Servant criticised the Irish associations for merely imitating the British movement and urged the creation of a single national union for Irish civil servants, more aggressive than the British single-grade unions and animated by class rather than grade consciousness.  By the summer of 1921, as partition took effect and the truce was declared, he was warning of the great danger that attended Irish civil servants giving British associations the right to speak on their behalf.
  The Irish Civil Service Union was a federal organisation ‘open to all civil servants, working to promote complete unity of organisation in the service in Ireland’.
  Mortished’s vision was of a quasi-syndicalist “One Big Union” for the whole of the civil service that would be capable of confronting the State.  
What both Mortished and those other leaders he criticised failed to appreciate was that the Irish civil service had already, in the General Committee, a single organisation that represented the entire civil service in Ireland in each department and at every grade, with powerful political connections.  These powerful political connections enabled the General Committee, since its formation, to successfully represent and defend the interests of the entire Irish civil service in the debate on home rule.  What made Mortished and the other civil service trade union leadership uncomfortable with the General Committee was that its politics were Unionist whilst the rank and file of the Irish civil service was nationalist.  Its chairman was Alexander Richard Barlas, secretary to the Local Government Board.  Barlas, a Scottish Presbyterian, was very close to Walter Long and exercised considerable influence on the generous civil service terms of the 1920 Government of Ireland Act.
  These terms transformed the status of Irish civil servants from being ‘at pleasure’ to a constitutional guarantee.  However the General Committee was carefully constructed so that each department of the Irish administration and each grade and class of civil servant in Ireland was represented by at least one of the sixty-eight delegates.  Many of the delegates were activists in civil service trade unions and also acted as representatives in the arbitration and Whitley negotiations.  It would not have been difficult for these activists to take control, if they wished, of the General Committee.  Yet they choose not to, focusing instead on the Irish Whitley Council.  The Whitley Council did record some significant achievements.   It successfully negotiated the application of the new civil service four-grade classification to the anarchic Irish departments.  Most significantly, by challenges in the courts, it prevented the partition of the civil service itself in late 1921, as Northern Ireland was being established and the Treaty negotiations were in their final stages.
     
A possible explanation for the failure to see the potential of the General Committee was the assumption that some variation of home rule with imperial supremacy being retained in London would be the outcome of the Treaty negotiations.  For instance home rule had always reserved some government departments to London control.  Thus it made good sense to retain the organisational structures and links with the British associations.  These links would ensure that the future negotiations on the civil service within the United Kingdom would have an Irish presence.  It is difficult to exaggerate the shock felt in Dublin Castle when it became apparent that the entire Irish civil service would be handed over the control of the new Free State and that London was abandoning all its authority.  
On 16 January 1922 the Provisional Government, signalling the end of the Union of 1801, issued its first directive instructing all civil servants and other state officials that hitherto had functioned under the authority of the British government that they were now under the authority of, and to take instruction only from, the new Irish government.
  Thus it was not the General Committee but the staff side of the Whitley Council that immediately introduced itself to the provisional Government as ‘The Conference of All Associations of Irish Civil Servants’ available to begin negotiations with any future Irish government.  The assumption of course was that the future Irish government was interested in negotiating with what were seen as the remnants of a discredited administration.  
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