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14 Summary in English 
THE HARSH LAW OF SUPPLY AND DEMAND. LABOUR RELATIONS IN THE TEXTILE INDUSTRY IN 
TWENTE AND GELDERLAND 1945 TO 1949 
 
The heart of this research is addressing the fundamental reason why the textile manufacturers of 
Twente and the Achterhoek area of Gelderland – a highly industrialised region in the east of the 
Netherlands where textiles was the dominant industry at the time – finally resigned themselves 
to the social system and consultative model that was shaped by the Labour Foundation during 
the post-war reconstruction in the years immediately following the liberation. It lay in their 
desperate need to get round competition from producers in low-wage countries which, it was 
suggested, would lead to the downfall of the industry. They had to offer new, technically ad-
vanced products to serve other markets, rather than competing primarily on labour costs. This 
demanded different labour relations, a different way of treating employees and a different inter-
nal organisation for production. There also had to be a ‘new deal’ as people no longer wanted to 
work in the textile industry because of the social privations they had suffered during the De-
pression in the 1930s and during the war. A more socially-based policy – higher pay, pensions, 
more humane treatment – was inevitable to get the workers to deliver high production again and 
certainly to involve them in a better quality product that demanded more skill, effort and atten-
tion from them. 
 
During the war, the Dutch government in London had prepared for the rapid restoration of order 
and took measures to avoid, and if necessary suppress, a repeat of the revolutionary distur-
bances that had occurred at the end of the First World War, in particular in Germany. To this 
end, a military government was set up in close co-ordination with allied commanders. On the 
orders of the Dutch government, its precursor in the occupied Netherlands was merged with a 
number of resistance groups to set up the Domestic Forces. These units had specific instructions 
to counter possible insurgent movements. 
 
As everywhere else, the liberation of Twente led to an outburst of happiness, to a ‘summer of 
love’ during which, until the forces left, young women in particular did not have to work but 
were able to provide for themselves – and not infrequently for their families – through their 
dealings with the Canadian troops. Many people lived off the black market and most textile 
workers only had to return to the industry for an income when the Dutch government imple-
mented currency reforms. As the industry did not start up again until the autumn of 1945 be-
cause of a lack of raw materials and, especially, fuel, many men joined work relief schemes to 
get off the streets and helped clear the rubble caused by the fighting. Many young women found 
work in the clothing industry, which was able to start production a few months earlier than the 
textile industry. 
 
In the relief schemes and in the factories, workers made it plain that they now thought that ‘Our 
time has come!’ They refused to work the established 48-hour week and wanted Saturdays off 
because it took a lot of time to find food and fuel. They demanded – and got – cloth to repair the 
dreadful state of their clothes; they demanded – and got – higher wages to pay higher food 
prices. In the autumn of 1945, a number of textile factories tried to run double shifts, particu-
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larly in the spinning shops, to manufacture more yarn so that the weaving sheds had the raw 
materials they needed. This ran into fierce resistance from the workers, who saw the reintroduc-
tion of shift working as heralding a return to pre-war labour relations. The workers, who were in 
desperately short supply, saw an opportunity to demand, with success, better working condi-
tions. 
 
Negotiations that would lead to the first collective bargaining agreement for the whole Dutch 
textile industry started in the autumn of 1945. The majority of manufacturers in Twente were 
reluctant to offer higher pay and set a minimum wage because they feared that the workers 
would have too little incentive to maximise production. A minimum wage for different groups 
of textile workers was introduced under pressure from a tight labour market and the Labour 
Foundation, which had set a minimum wage that was sufficient for the basic necessities. The 
manufacturers succeeded, however, in setting the minimum wage for the textile industry at a 
level below the minimum that the Labour Foundation had set. The workers had to use a bonus 
system to augment the minimum wage to a level at which they could support themselves. 
 
It was clear to all concerned that the rate set for women under the agreement was out of line 
with the wages actually being paid in Twente. Immediately after the pay regulations took effect 
in the spring of 1946, women’s pay was ‘black’, i.e. higher than that permitted by law. Because 
of the many pay disputes, the manufacturers in Twente and Gelderland immediately tried to get 
a dispensation for the ‘excessive’ wages they were paying but the Board of Government Media-
tors, which on government orders oversaw compliance with official pay policy, would not grant 
one. Joint attempts by the manufacturers to freeze women’s pay came to nothing because of the 
few women available. The labour shortages were having an irresistible upward effect on their 
pay. 
 
The Dutch, like the populations of other occupied countries, faced a desperate shortage of cloth-
ing and household textiles. This meant that the textile manufacturers were operating in a seller’s 
market: they could sell everything their factories produced at good prices. These were golden 
days, although the shortage of foreign currency faced by Dutch industry meant it was almost 
impossible in the first few years to buy new machines to improve the range of products. The 
Marshall Plan came to the rescue, as it paid for American cotton and there was money for in-
vestment in new machinery which made it possible to manufacture more sophisticated products 
and save labour.  
 
Another setback for the businessmen was the independence of Indonesia, which meant the al-
most complete loss of this traditional market within a few years. In vain, the textile manufactur-
ers put all their might behind resistance to liberating the old colony. The need for new markets, 
which had been foreseen during the war, was now inescapable. 
 
Relations between the employers’ associations and the unions in the textile industry had been 
difficult or even bad up to the Second World War. The manufacturers, long-time adherents of 
the Manchester School of classical liberalism, had for years been implacably opposed to the 
unions and their workers. The Fabrikanten-Vereeniging te Enschede, the oldest association of 
textile manufacturers, had been set up in 1888 explicitly ‘to oppose strikes’ and it was generally 
very difficult for them to see and deal with unions as ‘social partners’. Like all unions, the three 
textile unions – one Catholic, one protestant and one social-democratic – had hammered on 
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about the importance of a decent wage and orderly social relationships. Not until the end of the 
Depression in the 1930s was there a rapprochement between the manufacturers’ associations 
and the unions, largely in the wake of a social system developing in the rest of the Netherlands 
and mainly to fend off the threat of a massive strike that hung like a cloud over Twente. After 
the war, the two parties were eventually brought together by pressure from the government, 
embodied in the Board of Government Mediators, to reach an orderly system of social relation-
ships centring on a collective bargaining agreement and a Joint Committee for the Textile In-
dustry (part of the Labour Foundation which was set up in every industry). For the unions, this 
was the recognition they had long struggled for of their vital role in decent labour relations and 
social peace, even though only a minority of the textile workers were organised. Most of them 
were either not members of a union or, in the immediate post-war years, had joined the Een-
heidsVakCentrale (EVC). Set up with the aim of healing the old divisions in the union move-
ment, the EVC was originally a significant instrument that the workers used to articulate and 
push their demands. It quickly became a tool of the Dutch Communist Party, which had under-
pinned this movement during the war, and so it lost much of its attraction to the workers. Be-
cause of its ties with the Communist Party, the EVC was politically unacceptable as a social 
partner for the government and employers. 
 
Affected by serious shortages of labour, wages rose much faster than was permitted under the 
collective bargaining agreement, especially for young women. The Board of Government Me-
diators did all it could but failed to reverse this trend. Many of the workers, and in particular the 
women, made it clear that in practice they had little, if any, interest in the work. There were 
high levels of absenteeism, they went to work elsewhere if they could earn more, and they stole 
yarn and cloth. The employers fought back and reintroduced the old weapon of the blacklist.  
 
As a result of the severe shortages of clothing and other textiles, workers en masse demanded to 
be given cloth. There were consultations at the highest level on ways of stopping this, but the 
workers’ need was so great that it simply continued, even though this led to social unrest in 
other industries, such as light engineering that was important in Hengelo. For the textile manu-
facturers, supplying cloth was a way of keeping workers loyal to their company. The same went 
for granting days off and holidays. In Twente, textile workers had never had many, or any, days 
off and they were only granted a week’s holiday and 5½ extra days by the collective bargaining 
agreement of 1946. 
 
In an attempt to force the employers to pay the wages set by the agreement, the government 
took legal action against two factories for paying excessive wages to female workers after a 
wage audit had led to summonses being issued against several companies. This created a so-
cially explosive situation as a third summons for paying excessive wages would inevitably lead 
to a prison sentence and that was too much for the textile manufacturers. A second breach of the 
pay regulations would force them to cut wages and that would inevitably lead to a strike. It was 
not inconceivable that this would have major repercussions in the rest of the country. As this 
was not in the interests of either the government or the employers, there were feverish negotia-
tions that eventually led to dispensations allowing the employers to pay more than set by the 
agreement. A condition was that they would introduce a system of job grading as a tool to get 
more of a grip on wages. The lasting unrest that the young spinners – about 500 out of about 
32,000 textile workers – caused, was resolved in the 1950s when machines took over their 
work. 
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Negotiations for a second collective bargaining agreement started in the course of 1947 under 
pressure from the rising cost of living. This gave textile workers a pension, but no pay rise, and 
in a few cases even a cut in wages as adjustment to the collective bargaining agreement wages 
was used to partly regularise the ‘black’ wages. The social-democratic union initially refused to 
accept these consequences of the collective bargaining agreement and left the Joint Committee, 
creating a crisis in the consultative body. This did not last long, as the importance of participat-
ing in this body prevailed for this union. The collective bargaining agreement did not set new 
wages for female workers. 
 
Spinnerij Oosterveld was summonsed after an extensive payroll audit and, in response, the 
managers imposed a pay cut, leading to a strike. This conflict eventually led to the creation of 
the Stichting Aanzien Textielvak (a foundation in which the manufacturers and unions worked 
together to enhance the reputation of the textile industry), which was a demonstration of the 
employers’ realisation that the old times really had gone and that they had to change their social 
policy, certainly given the need to enter other markets and compete with high value products.  
 
At about this time, the unions succeeded in overcoming opposition in the works committees 
(forerunners of today’s Works Councils) to shift working and so more and more workers, espe-
cially in the spinning shops, worked double shifts. A long and bitter strike at H. ten Cate Hzn. & 
Co was a significant catalyst. Another major breakthrough towards higher productivity was the 
gradual reintroduction of multiple machine minding. The resistance of the workers to this, fear-
ing a return to the ‘chasing’ of the 1930s, was defused by job grading studies that aimed to 
show that minding more machines was not an extra burden for the workers. The employers 
generally overcame resistance by paying higher wages. The resulting breaches of the collective 
bargaining agreement wage were sanctioned by dispensations from the Board of Government 
Mediators. 
 
In the 1930s, unemployment had kept the lid on social tensions in the textile industry; after the 
war this was turned on its head but the unions and a social security system became the lid and 
the floor of the pressure vessel. This is the essence of this research. 
 
Translated by Peter Smethurst 
 




