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HISTORY of MECHANICS' INSTITUTES

(From a Publication of the Castlemaine Institute)

The Mechanic's Institute movement
had its beginnings in Scotland in 1799.
George Birkbeck, Professor of Natural
Philosophy and Chemistry at Glasgow
University, began giving free lectures
to working men; their success led
eventually to the establishment of the
first School of Arts in Edinburgh in
1821 and the opening of the London
Mechanics Institute in 1823. The work
'mechanic' did not then have the
narrow definition to which we attribute
it today; it was used to describe 'all
classes of opieratives' or workers, and
the Mechanics' Institute movement
was established to provide ' self-
governing machinery for the purpose
of diffusing knowledge among the
working classes'

Before the establishment of the
Mechanics' Institutes, the only free
education was provided by Sunday
Schools which gave lessons to children
in reading and writing and conducted
evening classes for the instruction of
adults. The Mechanics' Institute
movement was therefore welcomed by
many, though others believed it was
doomed to fail for 'if invited, the
mechanics would not come; if they
did come, they would not listen; if they
did listen, they would not
comprehend'.

The specific aim of the Mechanics'
Institute movement was to 'impart
instruction to workmen in those rules
and principles which lie at the basis of
the arts [skills] they practise. It was
believed that such a philosophy, by
providing an intricate knowledge of
working practices, would elevate the
worker from his status as a piece of
machinery to someone whose intellect

was engaged and who therefore could
undertake work with 'much additional
alacrity'. Such knowledge would have
the added benefit of enriching the
worker's life intellectually, socially
and morally.

Each trade was deemed to depend on
particular scientific principles, and it
was on these principles that instruction
through lectures, classes and books
provided by the Mechamcs' Institutes
was based. James Hole, in his essay
on the 'History and Management of
Literacy, Scientific & Mechamcs
Institutions' written in 1853, detailed
the 'Subjects which ought to be known
in various Trades'. A 'factory
operative' for example -

should have a knowledge of
decimal fractions, ofthe rule of
proportion, and the extraction of the
square root...A knowledge of plain
trigonometry will also be of great
utility; as also a knowledge of the
various properties of brass, leather,
oil, cotton, &c., as well as the various
mechanical movements, the laws of
motion, and the relative amount of
friction ofdifferent metals.

Women made up a large percentage of
industrial workers, especially the
workforce of the mills, but generally
were not considered as prospective
subscribers by the patriarchal founders
of the mechanics' institutes. Out of
14,962 members and 86 Institutes
surveyed in Britain in 1852, only 1,520
were women. James Hole, in an essay
on Mechanics' Institutes in 1853,
suggested that institutes should
actively recruit women for 'there is



surely no reason why women should
not lay claim equally
with men we think that for many
departments of industry and
commerce, women are as well adapted
as men, but....are cruelly and unjustly
excluded.'

By the 1840's it was evident that
mechanics' institutes, in general, were
not fulfilling their objectives.
Industrial workers were not using the
facilities provided; instead the
institutes were attracting the
professional classes who used them for
recreation. To supply quality
instruction the institutes depended on
subscription fees to pay for lectures
and apparatus.

If these were set too high, they would
discourage membership from the
industrial working classes for which
the institutes were formed. To gain
finance, it became necessary to attract
a different clientele. Moreover, the
exclusion of politics from the program
of the mechanic's institutes alienated
workers who were becoming
increasingly interested in political
movements.

The transplanting of the movement
from England to Australia rendered the
mechanics' institutes even more an

anachronism. In a country dependent
on pastoral and agricultural industries,
the movement needed to adapt its
objectives to the Australian experience
in order to survive.

WEDNESDAY NIGHT AT THE NEW
INTERNATIONAL BOOKSHOP

6pm for 6:30pm, New International Bookshop Centre,
Trades Hall, Victoria Street, Carlton. Auspiced by the

Australian Fabian/Society the New International
Bookshop Co-operatfve, Arena and Over/anc/Magazines

and the Labour History Society. Admission:
Members/Subscribers $5, Others $6, Concession $2.

7 March: Workplace relations scholar Ken Wilson and an
expert panel discuss Australia In Accord?

14 March: Authors Bruce Duncan, Paul Ormonde and Bob
Murray discuss the Labor Party Split - Crusade or
Conspiracy?

21 March: Historian Stuart Macintyre delivers a major
Overland lecture on 'The Australian Labor Party:
'Temper Democratic, Bias Australian*"

28 March: Chris Scanlon and Vern Hughes discuss "Third
Way - Turnoff Ahead?: An Alternative Politics of
Community".
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AUSTRALIAN MECHANICS' INSTITUTES CONFERENCE
2000

By Jack Hutson who attended

The conference held on the 17th and 18th November 2000 with some 300 attending.
It was hosted by the Mechanics' Institute of Victoria and sponsored by the State
Government of Victoria. It was based in the Melbourne Athenaeum at 188 Collins
Street and had a program with several items.

The first item on 17 November was a tour by coach by 57 participants to see the
following Mechanics' Institutes - Gisboume 1858, Woodend 1862, ^f J;'
Malmsbury 1862, Taradale 1863, Castlemaine 1856, Maldon 1863,Newstead 1868,
Clunes 1862, Creswick 1859, Ballarat 1859 and Dalian 1861.

These were only a sample of the total number of Institutes in Victoria selected to
provide a convenient circuit for the tour. So in most cases it was only a look from the
coach with comments from the expert guide.

The largest Institutes were at Castlemaine and Ballarat, which employed full-time
librarians. So longer stops were held for refreshments and inspections of their
libraries and facilities. The tour was from 8.30am to 4.30pm.

The next item was a tour of the library of the Athenaeum.

The next item at 6.30pm was the launch of a book by Pam Baragwanath., Ifthe Walls
Could Speak: A Social History of the Mechanics' Institutes in Victoria.
The result of 15 years research and travel to most Victorian towns. It has 380 pages
including 650 black and white photographs of Mechanics' Institutes in Victona
(including 400 with information), with essays by specialists in Mechamcs' InsUtute
architecture, heritage preservation and Crown Land Reserves, connection with
Schools of Design & the Centenary of Education.

It was funded by a grant from Centenary of Federation Victoria.

A hardback copy costs $44.00 plus $5.00 postage from the Secretary, Mechanics'
Institute of Victoria Inc., PO Box 1080, Windsor, 3181. Proceeds of its sales are
donated to the Mechanics' Institute to promote its aims and objectives.

The last item was in the big meeting room next day when from 9.15am to 3.30pm
15 papers were given on various aspects of Mechanics' Institutes. After a plenary
session at 4.30pm the Conference was closed at 5.00pm.

The papers are published in full in the 125 pages of Discovering Mechanics'
Institutes. Australian Mechanics'Institutes Conference 2000.
A copy can be obtained from Information Victoria, 356 Collins Street, Melbourne Vic
3000, for $7.50 plus &3.80 postage.



VALE CLIFF DOLAN: A LIFELONG COMMITMENT

The Trade Union movement is
mourning the death of former
ACTU president Cliff Dolan who
died in Melbourne on 7th December
2000.

Dolan was ACTU President from

1980 to 1985. He was also a Vice-
Fresident and served on the ACTU
Executive for nine years. Mr Dolan
became ACTU President after Bob
Hawke moved into Federal politics.

ACTU President, Sharan Burrow
said Cliff Dolan had a lifelong
commitment to working people and
to promoting the role of unions in
Australian society.

"Cliff started his working life as an
electrician and went on to become

one of the most respected people
ever to represent working people"
she said. "He was hard-working, a

good negotiator, and a person of
great integrity. Cliff had a vision of
a better future for Australia and he
always worked towards that vision."

Cliff Dolan began his work for
unions when he joined the Electrical
Trades Union. He became full-time
officer in the NSW branch of the

ETU in 1949 and became Federal
Secretary in 1964. Mr Dolan was a
member of the tripartite National
Labour Consultative

Council, and the governing body of
the International Labour

Organisation, based in Geneva,
Switzerland.

ACTU Assistant Secretary, Bill
Mansfield, who worked on the
ACTU Executive with Mr Dolan,
said he made an important
contribution to improving
Australia's skills base by promoting
vocational training and skills
development, particularly in the
electrical industry.

"ClifPs legacy has been to enrich the
working lives of young Australians
through vocational training. That is
an outstanding contribution and one
that his family wUl always be proud
of," said Mr Mansfield. "Personally,
I will always remember Cliff for his
great personal dignity and his
unfailing desire to help people in any
way he could.

The Federal Secretary of the ETU,
Peter Tighe, also paid tribute to his
predecessor.

"Electrical workers wiU shed a tear

of sorrow when they hear that Cliff
has passed away," he said. "No
greater servant have they had.
ClifPs work for the ETU members
and other unionists will long be
remembered."

The Seventh Biennial Notional Labour History Conference will be held
from Thursday, 19th to Saturday 21st April,
at the Australian National University, Canberra,
entitied Work, Organisation, Struggle.
For Registration form apply to Labour History Conference, PC Box A 43,
ANU, ACT 2601. Phone 02 6125 2347
Email labhist@coombs.anu.edu.au



Meeting Place

Meetings of the History Society are held in the meeting room attached to
the New International Bookshop in the Trades Hall
Enter the Trades Hall through the Victoria Street entrance.
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LABOUR HISTORY SOCIETY - MELBOURNE BRANCH CONTACTS

President

Peter Love

51 Blanche St

StKilda 3182

Ph: 9534 2445

Secretary.
Jack Hutson

3/76A Campbell Rd
Hawthorn East 3123

Ph; 9882 4918

Treasurer

Paul Strangio
13 Bridge St
Elstemwick 3185

Ph: 9528 6369

MEETING DATES 2001 SUNDAYS

29 April: 24 June: 26 August: 14 October: 9 December


