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ABSTRACT

The overwhelming majority of all strikes that have taken place in
recent years ianritain have been unofficial in the sense that they have
not been formally and publicly endorsed by a union executive. Unofficial
strikes have come to occupy a special place on the agenda of British pol-
itical debate. This study argues that unofficial strikes in the recent
British experience can best be understood by reference to a general
theory of strike action with particular attention paid to the specific

pattern of contemporary British industrial relations. The study offers

i
1

ga general perspective fdr the analysis of strike action in capitalist
isociety. Strike action is seen as being implicit in the free market
transaction entered into by employers and workers. The study critically
reviews certain current sociological theories of strikes which lay em-
phasis on such factors as the importance of good communications, the
nature of the industrial environment or the influence of technology on
workplace relations.

Unofficial strike action is analysed as one technique of informal
trade unionism. The latter term refers to those unofficial patterns
which wage.and salary earners develop to pursue collective action direct-
ly at their place of work in order to protect and improve the conditions
of their working lives. The study briefly reviews earlier movements in

the history of British trade unionism which display similar character-

istics. The main emphasis of the thesis is on the period 1940 to 1969.
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Two distinct systems of industrial relations are found to operate in
Britain during those years. One is the formal system embodied in written
agreements negotiated at the national level between permanént and contin-
uous trade union organisations and groups of employers usually organised
into associations. The other is the informal system that is actually
found to operate at the place of work involving localized bargaining bet-
ween managers and workplace representatives. The thesis is concerned with
selected aspects of this informal system. An appreciation of the signif-
icance of unofficial strike action in the period 1940 to 1969 is gained
by looking at the trend of strikes over a longer period. The study iden-
tifies prominent strike trends over the period since 1911, the first year
in which government statistics on strikes were published. Workplace re-
presentation made considerable gains after 1940 and came to occupy an
important role in the operation of informal trade unionism. Significant
features of workplace representation such as the meaning of workplace
democracy are discussed.

One of the reasons for focussing on the period since 1940 is
because that year marked the beginning of a virtually continuous period
of full employment. The study examines the conditions which gave rise
to the development of local informal bargaining. Unofficial strikes
offer one of the more interesting aspects of informal trade unionism.
They have also begun to preoccupy employers .and successive government
administrations. The study traces the background factors that help to

explain this concern. Government attempts to implement incomes policy



and anti-strike legislation are reviewed. The study concludes with an
assessment of the limitations and possibilities of informal trade union-

ism in a hostile political environment.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The Economic Environment: 1940-1969

The year 1940 marked the beginning of a general change in the
economic environment in which British trade unionism operated. Before
1940, with the exception of the period around the First World War, unem—
ployment was regarded as perfectly normal. The period since 1940 saw a
marked change. One of the prominent characteristics of economic life
that so clearly distingﬂishe; the post-1940 era from earlier periods has
been the declared committment of post-war British governments to a |
policy of maintaining a certain level of so-called "full employment.”

The need to maintain the wartime experience of full employment
gained increasing recognition as the Second World War drew to a close.

William H. Beveridge published his report, entitled Full Employment in a

Free Society in 1944 as a sequel to his earlier official wartime research

on social insurance.l Another report to appear at about the same time
was a volume prepared by members of the Oxford Institute of Statistics

under the title The Economics of Full Employment.2 The same year also

saw the appearance of a White Paper on employment policy which proposed
that post-war governments commit themselves to the maintenance of a
"high and stable level of employment."3

For the purposes of his report Beveridge defined "full employment"

as a situation where there would always be '"'more vacant jobs than
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unemployed men, not slightly fewer jobs." Furthermore "full employment"
would mean that the jobs "are at fair wages, of such a kind, and so
located that the unemployed men can reasonably be expected to take them;
it means, by consequence, that the normal lag between losing one job and
finding another will be very short."4 The concept of full employment
advanced by Beveridge has never been realised at the same time in all
regions of Britain.5 During the post-war period some sectors of the
economy have definitely experienced a labour shortage. But the same
period has witnessed the persistence of structural unemployment in certain
areas. The official handbook published by the Central Office of Informa-
tion outlines the overall picture as follows:

The general unemployment rate in Britain as a whole in the last 20
years has been among the lowest in the world--usually between 1 and
2 per cent--but has been somewhat higher since 1966. It has been
particularly low in the south-east and Midlands of England, and con-
sistently higher in those parts of the country which have the
greatest dependence on shipbuilding, coal-mining, and certain
branches of the heavy engineering and metal manufacturing indus-
tries, notably parts of Scotland and Wales, and north-east England
and Merseyside.6
The extent of regional variation has been considerable. In July 1968
the general unemployment rate in Great Britain was 2.2 per cent. The
rate for northern England was 4.4 per cent; Wales had a rate of 3.6 per
cent and Scotland had a rate of 3.7 per cent. Thus unemployment has by
no means disappeared. But it is fair to say that over the years covered
by this study, unemployment has not been generally perceived as the

central social problem as was the case in the pre-war period.

The significance of conditions of near full employment for the



operation of trade unionism has been widely acknowledged. Eric Wigham,
for instance, argues that ever since 1945 trade unions were "struggling
unhappily with problems arising out of full employment."7 According to
Wigham, one sucﬁ recurring problem was the high incidence of unofficial

strikes.

Unofficial Strikes: Why the Interest?

The interest in unofficial strikes in the recent British exper-
ience is not entirely original. Around the mid-fifties unofficial
strikes became a favourite pre-occupation of the mass media. More recent-
ly we may trace the concern over unofficial strikes éxpressed by leading
spokesmen of industry and govermment. A few examples will help to
provide some introduction to the social and political context in which
unofficial strikes have occurred in the more recent period.

The term "unofficial strike" will be used in the following pages

to refer to a collective stoppage of work undertaken to bring pressure on

employers that is not formally and publicly endorsed by a union executive.

Although it is impossible to assess with any exactitude, all indications
appear to suggest that the majority of strikes in Britain have always
been unofficial. Figures are available for the more recent period. The

Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations reported in

1968 that Ministry of Labour figures for the period 1964-1966 show that
over 95 per cent of all recorded strikes in Britain were unofficial by
the above definition.8 There is no reason to believe that the period

1964-1966 was exceptional in any way. Furthermore, the percentage quoted
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probably underestimates the actual percentage of unofficial strikes since
.many strikes of short duration which also happen to be unofficial prob-
ably escape the net of government statistics.

The British Trades Union Congress (TUC) has traditionally tended
to be rather defensive over the question of strikes. For example, in
summing up the developments of the previous year, the TUC General Council's
Report for 1960 expressed some concern over the news coverage accorded
to strikes.

The year 1959 was given a particularly bad reputation. A general

impression was created by the Press mainly, but also by radio and

television that it was a year of strikes on an unprecedented scale.?
During 1959 the General Council had conducted a review of strikes that
took place in 1958 and 1959. Unofficial strikes were a central interest.
The General Council acknowledged that unofficial strikes did often pose
a problem for the official trade union leadership. The Council summed
up as follows:

In about half the cases reported to the General Council where

strikes began without official sanction, the unions paid dispute

benefit.

The other half were less spontaneous and included instances

where strike action was taken or prolonged contrary to general
policy and specific advice.l0
The General Council made a proposal for dealing with unofficial strikers
of the second sort. Unions were urged to take some form of disciplinary
action against members who struck. The sanction of expulsion was speci-
fically mentioned.

Despite the apparent concern over unofficial strikes expressed by



politicians, newspaper editors and more than a few labour relations
specialists there were surprisingly few attempts to observe and analyze
in any detail actual instances of unofficial stoppages during the early
sixties.ll In 1964 the TUC and the British Employers' Conference agreed
to an experimental scheme whereby each side would nominate an investi-
gator to jointly examine twelve strikes: six strikes being nominated by
each organisation.12 The investigation was intended to cover strikes
which took place in breach of agreed procedure or where there was no
such procedure, at little or no notice. No investigation was to take
place until after the dispute had been resolved.

Some discussion of the need to establish a Royal Commission 6n
trade unions had taken place in the late fifties.13 The last Royal
Commission had been appointed back in 1903 with the task of reporting
on the relationship of the law to strikes and trade unions.14 In early
1965 the Labour government appointed a Royal Commission "to consider
relations between management and employees and the role of trade unions
and employers' associations in promoting the interest of their members
and in accelerating the social and economic advance of the nation, with
particular reference to the law affecting the activities of these bodies;
and to report."15

Unofficial strike action provided one of the main subjects which
occupied the attention of those giving evidence to the Royal Commission
on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations. Evidence on the subject of
unofficial strikes was collected over a period during which a succession

of proposals and counter proposals for the elimination or containment of



unofficial strike action were given considerable publicity. The advo-
cates of certain proposals made no pretense at concealing their class
bias., For instance, the Economist volunteered tﬁe following suggestion:
"Another weapon against unofficial strikes is that, quite bluntly,
blacklegging must become respectable again."16

While the Royal Commission proceeded to coliect evidence, members
of the government continued to stress the harmful effects of unofficial
strikes. For instance, early in September of 1965 Prime Minister Harold
Wilson called a much publicised meeting of leaders of both sides of the
automobile industry to discuss unofficial strikes.17 The discussions
between both sides of the automobile industry led to the decision to
establish a mobile fact-finding committee which could investigate any
particular strike. The committee, which came to be referred to as the
Joint Labour Council, was given authority to visit any place of employ-
ment, if necessary before the outbreak of a strike. One of the under-
lying assumptions behind the proposal was the notion that the committee
could itself avert unofficial strikes by uncovering particular areas of
information or by helping management, unions or workers to better under-
stand one another.18 Meanwhile, the campaign against unofficial
strikers was given further support on September 19, 1965, when the Prime
Minister publicly referred to unofficial strikers as "wreckers' who
threatened the industrial well-being of the entire economy.

The final Report of the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and
Employers' Association appeared in 1968 after three years of delibera-

tions. To the surprise of many commentators and to the acute



dissatisfaction of the Press, the Commission, under the chairmanship of
Lord Donovan, failed to recommend explicit anti-strike 1egisiation. It
did, however, make several proposals relating to unofficial strikes.
Interestingly enough the Report made the recommendation to change the
law so as to deny in legal terms what the present thesis attempts to
argue sociologically. The Report recommended that the definition of
trade unions should be altered to exclude "'temporary combinations"20
of workers and that only registered trade unions should come under the
scope of laws which protect combination, including the immunity of
strikers from suits for damages brought by employers. The present
thesis attempts to show that sociologically "temporary combinations" of
workers can and do fulfil the function of trade unionism.

The title to the study offers some indication of the central
argument to be developed. The unofficial strike movement that has

characterised the post~1940 period is described as the operation of in-

formal trade unionism. The latter term is used to depict those patterns

by which wage and salary earners actually pursue collective action dir-

ectly at their place of work in order to protect and improve the condi-

tions of their working lives. The term "informal" is used in the sense

employed by the Royal Commission Report to refer to the predominance of

unwritten understanding and of custom and practice in workplace

bargaining.21

A Framework for the Analysis of Strike Action

In this chapter a theoretical approach is proposed for the analysis



of strike action. The term "strike action” as used in the following

pages refers to any collective stoppage of work that is undertaken to

bring pressure on the buyers of labour power.22 ‘The term labour power

is understood in the sense employed by Karl Marx to mean capacity for

1abour.23

The analysis of strike action will be extended in the course of
the main body of the thesis which pays particular attention to unofficial
strikes in the British experience between 1940 and 1969. It is argued
that the seemingly intractable nature of strike action, whether official
or unofficial, can best be explained in terms of the structural relation-
ship between employees (ér more simply, workers) and employers. The.
more important features of that relationship will be briefly summarized.

By workers is meant all those who depend on the sale of their

labour power as the major source for their livelihood. This definition

may be applied to all employees, regardless of whether they receive a
wage or a salary; whether they are unskilled or skilled or whether they
perform productive or non-productive labour. Regardless of what any
individual worker feels his or her class position to be, all workers, so
defined, occupy a similar class position, as members of the working class.
For instance, David Lockwood has pointed to the two most salient charac-
teristics defining the class position of clerks.
In the case of the clerk the common characteristics in terms of which
he may be said to share the same class position as the manual wage
earner are two-fold. First, that he is divorced from the ownership
and control of the means of production. Secondly, as a consequence,
he is obliged to sell his labour-power in order to make a livelihood.

He is, like the manual worker, propertyless, contractual labour; in
Marxian terminology, 'proletarian'.24
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The above analysis is not intended to deny that significant_differences
may tend to separate different groups of workers. Different workers do
occupy very different market situations. Incomes, conditions of work and
the extent of job security vary considerably. But the essential similar-
ity, in structural terms, is still present. Workers sell their ability
to perform human labour in an essentially competitive labour market.

By employers is meant those involved in the purchase of labour

power regardless of whether this task is carried on by owners of capital

or their functionaries. Generally speaking employers are found to occupy

an advantageous position in their relationship with workers. This market
superiority was noted by classical British political economists who studied

the emergence of industrial capitalism. In The Economic and Philosophic

Manuscripts of 1844 Marx draws heavily upon the words of Adam Smith in des-

cribing the essential relationship between owners of capital and workers.

Wages are determined through the antagonistic struggle between capi-
talist and worker. Victory goes necessarily to the capitalist. The
capitalist can live longer without the worker than can the worker
without the capitalist. Combination among the capitalists is cus-
tomary and effective; workers' combination is prohibited and painful
in its consequences for them. Besides, the landowner and the capital-~
ist can augment their revenues with the fruits of industry; the worker
has neither ground rent nor interest on capital to supplement his in-
dustrial income. Hence the intensity of the competition among the
workers.25

It is true that certain factors may have gone some way towards redressing
the imbalance of market forces. The growth of trade unionism signifies
an obvious example of such an advance. But the primary economic deter-
minants of the market transaction between employers and workers remains

essentially unchanged. The same basic determinants are described by

V. L. Allen in a contemporary work:
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The primary determinants stipulate that employees are engaged in a

market transaction with employers over the price of labour power

and the conditions of its sale. This price covers wages or salaries

and any fringe benefits which have a bearing on determining the out-

come of the sale. Because employees in the main have to sell their

labour power in order to subsist, the price to them is an essential

subsistence matter to be preserved at all cost and pushed up if =~

possible. Employers, on the other hand, regard the price of labour

power as a cost matter which, because it is a determinant of

profits, must as far as possible be kept down. Because of these two

conflicting pressures there can never be a permanent agreement over

the price.26

The strike is one aspect of the market transaction governing the
relationship between employer or employers and workers. There is always
the possibility that the transaction will not be completed. The occur-
rence of a strike does not signify any breakdown in the market process.
It is the very operation of that process. This point has been made by
Robert Dubin: "It is common in the press to characterize a strike as a
breakdown in collective bargaining. However, on closer analysis it will
\ . , . n27
be found to be a continuation of collective bargaining. Factors
other than economic ones will affect the outcome of the market trans-
action between employers and workers. In addition to the primary
economic determinants it is necessary to consider such secondary deter-
minants as the subjective willingness on the part of workers to pursue
certain objectives. Workers and unions are subject to the constant
effects of socialization.
From the above analysis it is evident that workers stand to bene-

fit by organizing collectively. This fact appears to have been widely

recognised. Trade unionism has emerged in one form or another in every

society where a free labour market has been found to operate. The
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phenomenon of trade unionism appears to have transcended all manner of
barriers such as sex, culture and occupation. The classic definition
of trade unionism is generally considered to be that of Sidney and

Beatrice Webb who defined it in 1894 in their History of Trade Unionism

as the collective act by wage—~earners of protecting and improving the

conditions of their working lives.28 The Webbs referred specifically

to wage-earners but there is no reason for not analyzing collective
action by salaried non-manual workers as trade unionism.

Historically trade union organisation as it is now known has not
always been necessary in order for workers to take strike action. The
present study notes how ﬁost strikers in the recent British experience
have been members of trade unions, although the strikes themselves need
not be a product of formal organisation.

Collective bargaining has tended to focus first and foremost on
wages with questions pertaining to hours and conditions of work tending
to take second place. The amount of the pay packet has tended to remain
paramount in institutionalized trade union negotiations. Nevertheless
there is no necessary reason why this should always be the case. It
should be noted that the Webbs' definition of trade unionism need not
exclude the possibility that even the primary focus of collective bar-
gaining could focus on non-wage issues.

It is, of course, true that traditionally most union-management
agreements have generally acknowledged the employer's "right to manage.”
For instance the agreement between the Engineering Employers' Federation

and ‘the Trade Unions covering procedure for Manual Workers begins with



12

the following statement: "The Employers have the right to manage their
establishment and the Trade Unions have the right to exercise their
functions."29 However, in the British strike experience there are indi-
cations that iséues that do not directly pertain to wage questions have
featured as an increasingly important factor. These trends are explored
more thoroughly in Chapter Four.

Workers' demands that relate to either the price to be paid for
the use of their labour-power or the conditions under which it is to be
used may be analysed in terms of the Marxist theory of alienation.
Although there have been numerous descriptive studies of workers at work
the problem of alienation at the point of production can scarcely be
said to have preoccupied industrial sociologists.30 This neglect con-
tinues to stand in sharp contrast to the widespread interest in applying
various interpretations of the concept of alienation in such fields as
literature,vsocial psychology and philosophy. Here, as in sociology
all sorts of psychologistic misunderstandings have had the effect of
removing most of the meaning from the original Marxian concept.31 A
brief review of the major hypotheses that make up Marx's theory of
alienation is therefore in order.

Marx provides the elements for an analysis of alienated labour in

a brief section of The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 that

is both incomplete and without title. He begins by recapitulating the
main principles of classical English political economy with respect to
an analysis of wages, profit and rent. In Marx's view the failure of

political economy lies in its inability to explain the most basic
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economic phenomena. '"Political economy starts with the fact of private
property, but it does not explain it to us."32 The greater part of
Marx's subsequent intellectual output can be seen as an attempt to

correct this deficiency. In the 1844 Manuscripts Marx takes up, among

other things, the question of the nature of work in capitalist society.
The experience of work is explained in terms of the theory of alienation.

The key to understanding the alienation of the labourer or, more general-

ly, the estrangement of labour is to be found at the point of production.

On this point Marx's criticism of the political economy of his day
remains as valid as ever when applied to the modern disciplines of

economics or industrial sociology. 'Political economy conceals the

estrangement inherent in the nature of labor by not considering the

direct relationship between the worker (labor) and production."33 The

latter relationship is examined in terms of capitalist relations of
production. Marx firmly rejects any attempt to explain social phenomena
in terms of what he calls some "fictitious primordial condition."34
: " . n35
Rather the analysis must start ''from an economic fact of the present.
Marx proceeds to identify three major aspects of alienation, each
of which stems directly from the relationship of the worker to production.
The first aspect concerns the worker's relationship to the products of
his labour.
The product oé labor is labor which has been embodied in an object,
which has become material: it is the objectification of labor. . . .
The alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his
labor becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists

outside him, independently, as something alien to him, and that it
becomes a power on its own confronting him.36
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The second aspect of alienation refers to the alienation of the

worker from his work. Here Marx examines the work process.

First, the fact that labour is external to the worker, i.e., it does
not belong to his essential being; that in his work, therefore, he
does not affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content
but unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental energy
but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The worker therefore
only feels himself outside his work, and in his work feels outside
himself. He is at home when he is not working, and when he is
working he is not at home. His labour is therefore not voluntary,
but coerced; it is forced labour. It is therefore not the satis-
factiog7of a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external
to it.

Marx describes the third aspect of alienation as the process where-
by "estranged labor estranges the species from man. It changes fof_him
the life of the species into a means of individual life."38 This aspect
of alienated labour can best be understood by recognising the fundamental
distinction between human and non-humans. Marx follows Hegel by recog-
nising the uniqueness of humans in so much as they engage in ''comscious
life activity"39 which involves material production of a universal
nature, transcending all manner of immediate physical needs. Under con-
ditions of wage labour, work ceases to be a means of self-expression,

or of "conscious life activity."

Rather it becomes a means to attain a
certain goal. The goal is to get money to satisfy basic human needs.
Strike action constitutes one aspect of the bargaining process
that generally follows the prgéentation of a set of demands. The precise
circumstances which influence the nature of workers' demands vary. For

instance, the state of trade union activity will usually prove important.

This point is made by André Gorz when he analyzes wage demands in terms
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of the theory of alienation.
Wage demands are more often motivated by a revolt against the
workers' condition itself than by a revolt against the rate of
economic exploitation of labor power. These demands translate the
desire to be paid as much as possible for the time being lost, the
life being wasted, the liberty being alienated in working in such
conditions; to be paid as much as possible not because the workers
value wages (money and all it can buy) above everything else, but
because, at the present stage of union activity, only the price of
labor power may be disputed with management, but not control over
the conditions and nature of work.40
The relationship between employers and workers has been viewed
from two perspectives. First, we examined the primary economic deter-
minant of the market transaction that occurs over the price of labour
power and the conditions of its sale. Conflict may arise over the price
to be paid or the conditions of sale, or, as most often happens, both.
This conflict is sometimes viewed as a conflict over the distribution of
the proceeds of the economic enterprise. Second, we looked at the nature
of the social relationship that the worker enters, regardless of the
arrangements made with respect to the conditions for the sale of his
labour power. Here we considered Marx's theory of alienation which
offers an account of why work performed for a wage or a salary under a
certain specific form of social and economic organisation tends to be

profoundly unsatisfying. Conflict may also show itselﬁ/in the form of a

revolt against the condition of the worker's life at the place of work.

The Questions to be Answered

The main questions which we shall discuss in the thesis may now

be outlined. It is convenient to summarise matters in the order that
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they are taken up in the study. We shall primarily be concerned with
the British experience, partly because trade unionism in that country
had both better opportunities and a longer period in which to develop,
than any other industrialised country and partly because unofficial
strike action has become such a characteristic aspect of ;he industrial
relations pattern in that country during the period under review.

Any study of strike action needs to consider the basic question:
Why do strikes occur? The outlines for a theory of strike action have
already been proposed. But since the interpretation of industrial con-
fliét proves so crucial it is helpful to consider some of the counter-
theories which are to be found in the!literature on strike action.
Three theories of strikes are reviewed in Chapter Two. The first theory
is associated with the "human relations" or "communications' approach to
management-worker relations pioneered by the famous Harvard research
studies conducted between the two world wars. A good example of the
human relations approach is to be found in a short monograph on the war-
time unofficial strikes written by Jerome F. Scott and George C. Homans.41
The second theory considered rejects the human relations or communica-
tions approach to explaining industrial conflié;. In their internation-
al comparison of strike patterns Clark Kerr and Abraham Siegel42 find
that the human relations approach is unable to explain why workers in
different industries show a markedly different propensity to strike. The
tw6 authors advance two major hypotheses to help explain the varying
propensity to strike of different industries. The first hypothesis con-

cerns the socio-cultural environment in which the worker lives. The '
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second hypothesis concerns the nature of the work that the worker per-
forms. The validity of these hypotheses is examined in Chapter Two with
particular reference to the British strike experience. The third
theory of strike action examined is derived from attempts by industrial
sociologists to link the state of industrial relations to the kind of
technology utilized.in the work situation. Some writers have argued
that the technological setting in which work is performed can influence
the willingness of workers to take strike action.

Certain proposals for developing a sociological approach to the
understanding of unofficial action are advanced in Chapter Three. It is
argued that unofficial strike action can be better understood if aécount
is taken of the part played by unofficial movements in the history of
trade unionism. Examples of earlier movements in the British experience
are discussed with particular at£ention being paid to noting those
features which may be common to most unofficial movements. 1In the
examples chosen unofficial action is viewed both historically and socio—
logically as part of a social movement. In some instances the movement
constituted the essence of trade unionism; in other instances unofficial
movements appeared to want to transcend/the limitations of what is
commonly understood to be trade unionism. The meaning of unofficial
action in the modern experience is examined in the light of this discus-
sion of earlier movements. Contemporary discussions of the definition
of unofficial action are reviewed. It is argued that insofar as the
study is concerned with an analysis of strike action the distinction

between official and unofficial action is not crucial. However, the
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distinction does retain some importance for the overall study.» For
example, with respect to unofficial strikes it is necessary to ask the
question: Why do most strikes take place without‘being publicly endorsed
by a union executive?

Unofficial strike action in the more recent British experience
also needs to be understood in the context of wider.strike trends which
have developed over a considerable historical period. Three themes of
British strike movements since 1911, the first year for which reliable
strike statistics were collected, are examined in Chapter Four. The
first theme concerns the‘changing nature of strike action. We examine
whether, according to official statistics, there have been any noticeable
shifts in the figures measuring the average duration of strikes, the
incidence of strikes and the total number of workers involved in strikes.
The second theme concerns the changing importance of unofficial action.
The third theme concerns the sort of demands that strikers have been
raising. We look to see whether there appear to have been any discern-
ible shifts in the central issues at stake in the bargaining process.

Studies in both the United States and England have shown how, for
a variety of reasons, bureaucratized formal trade union procedures often
tend to lose much of their relevance to rank-and-file workers.43 In many
instanceé workers' horizons of trade unionism do not appear to extend
much beyond the situation at the workplace. In their study Goldthorpe,
Lockwood, Bechhofer and Platt note how workers in Luton, England,

L1

appeared to develop what the authors term as '"instrumental' attitudes to-

wards trade unionism. Goldthorpe and his associates record such
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comments as the following:

The shop steward's election is with regard to the man on the shop

floor--you like to know who's doing your business. Unions have got

so big that .they're no longer in touch with the shop floor at all.

At the branch they haven't got their finger on the pulse.44
This attitude towards trade unionism reflects the actual state of affairs
whereby two distinct levels of industrial relations can be seen to
operate in contemporary Britain. Any overall account of contemporary
British trade unionism would need to take account of both levels. One

of the most important recent contributions to the literature on British

industrial relations is the published work of the Royal Commission on

Trade Unions and Employers' Associations. The final report, published

in 1968, drew attention to what it described as "two systems of industrial
relations':
The one is the formal system embodied in the official institutions.
The other is the informal system created by the actual behaviour of
trade unions and employers' associations, of managers, shop stewards
and workers,45
Chapter Five examines this informal system as it has developed in
e
the British experience since 1940. The informal system of industrial re-
lations cannot be understood without some reference to the growth of
workplace representation. Throughout the study the term "shop steward"

refers to any workplace representative whose representative function

involves acting on behalf of, and being directly accountable to a

specific group gg_wofkers. The operation of workplace representation is

described. 'The meaning and significance of the striving for democratic
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shop-floor trade unionism is considered. At the end of Chapter Five we
return to a theme raised earlier in the present chapter concerning the
impact of conditions of near full employment on workers' bargaining
strength. The'study considers the relationship between workplace bar-
gaining and the phenomenon known as "wage drift." The purpose of this
brief excursus into the field of wage theory is to demonstrate that in
many instances significant gains have been won by means of militant
informal bargaining at the place of work.

We have already noted how from the late 1950's employers, Govern-
ment and the Press expressed increasing concern over the incidence of
unofficial strikes in British industrial relations. Some of the factors
which help to account for this campaign against unofficial strikes are
discussed in Chapter Six. The actual amount of production lost as a
result of the strikes would not appear to provide a sufficient explana-
tion. It is argued that the campaign against unofficial strikes can be
better understood as part of a wider offensive launched by employers
and aided by the State to shift the balance of economic forces away from
labour. The éttempt to implement 1n incomes policy provides the most
obvious illustration of this strategy. However, the continued operation
of informal trade unionism has proved to be a major obstacle to the
success of any policy of wage control. It is with such a background that
some of the more recent attempts to restrict unofficial strike action
are recorded up to the end of 1969.

The concluding chapter offers an assessment of the strengths and

weaknesses of British informal trade unionism with particular reference
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to the late 1960s. The thesis, having discussed the spontaneous nature
of much unofficial strike action which may, or may not, find expression
through existing informal organisation, attempts to provide some indica-
tion as to whetﬁer unofficial strike action serves to reinforce or trans-
cend the consciousness that is normally associated with membership in

continuous and formal trade union organisations.
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CHAPTER TWO

AN EXAMINATION OF SOME THEORIES OF STRIKES

This chapfer examines three important theories of strike action
which feature in the sociological literature on strike theory developed
in the period since 1940. The theoretical approaches differ with respect
to when each approach was first developed, the underlying assumptions
of each theory and the central argument developed. Despite these differ-

ences a certain continuity can be demonstrated.

Strikes and Communications

One of the first instances where industrial sociologists or, more
correctly, industrial psychologists concerned themselves with what have
‘popularly been labelled 'wildcat" strikes, was during World War II.
Jerome Scott and George Homans conducted a study of wildcat strikes in
Detroit during 1944.1 Strikes, like such phenomena as high rates of
absenteeism or high rates for labour turnover were regarded as proble-
matic for the industrgal system. In the case of the famous Harvard
research at the Hawthorne plant of Western Electric, management had
approached social scientists in order to solve what amounted to a speci-
fically managerial problem of high rates of absenteeism and labour turn-
over.? Scott and Homans' article is strongly indebted to the "human
relations'" school of industrial sociology pioneered by Elton Mayo and
his colleagues at Harvard.

The significance of the article by Scott and Homans is that it
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serves to demonstrate a conceptual approach towards industrial conflict
in general and strikes in particular. Scott and Homans pose their re-
search problem as being to ascertain why the strikes took place during
a period when ehormous social pressures operéted to prevent such occur-
rences. They proceed to question many of the contemporary explanations
for the wartime wildcats at Detroit. They consider such factors as the
wartime migration into the community, the excessively long working weeks
resulting in fatigue and the wartime inflationary Boom which helped pro-
duce conditions conducive to local militancy. Scott and Homans decide
that such factors do not offer a sufficient explanation.

Scott and Homans classify the strikes according to cause. They
report that '"Most of the strikes were protests against discipline, pro-
tests against certain company policies, or protests against the discharge
of one or more employees.”3 Rather than examining the nature of the
protests Scott and Homans proceed to pose the problem in terms of manage-
ment's failure to enlist the workers' loyalties "in support of the aims
of the organisation as a whole."4‘ Thus, group loyalty is to be chan-
nelled to suit the interests of management.

Scott and Homans do not provide an adequate explanation for the
wildcats. One can ask whethe: they pose the questions in the right area
in the first place. They decide that a communications gap is respon-
sible for the organisation's (management's) failure to enlist group
loyalties (those of the workers) in order to achieve the aims of the
organisation as a whole (undefined but presumably profit). '"In the long

run' the authors say "a number of strikes seemed to stem from faulty
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communications."5 The argument finds frequent usage. By way of rejoin-
der one has only to ask whether an improvement of the 'channels of
communication" does in fact reduce the manifestation of conflict. Often
the "channels of communication" would appear to be working only too well!
Collective bargaining is supposed to permit each side to clarify its
position. A conclusion does not, However, come about as a result of fine
debating points. Ultimately, the final position reached will be decided
by the relative bargaining power held by either side.

Scott and Homans elaborate on what they mean when they say that
faulty communications are one of the causes of the wildcats. In the
workers own language one expression of discontent is when workers feel
they are receiving the sort of treatment they call the "run around.” The
authors argue that "the 'run around' is the precursor of the wildcat."6
As illustration of their argument Scott and Homans present a case history
of how 'K', an acting superintendent in a department employing some 300
persons supposedly succeeded in averting a Christmas Eve wildcat strike.
Scott and Homans decide that tpur industrial society is held together by
thousands of men like 'K'."7 /

Those structured causes of industriai conflict which were discus-
sed in the previous chapter are ignored by Scott and Homans. They devote
very little attention to the peculiar historical conditions of wartime
factory production. The wildcat strikes took place against the official
policy of the national union leadership which, along with most unions,

with the notable exception of the miners, had given the controversial

"no-strike" pledge. The effect of such a pledge was to automatically
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render any strike unofficial. The war period saw the strength of rank-
and-file action asserting itself without official trade union authoriza-
tion.8 In the case of the United Automobile Workers union whose devel-
opment could usﬁally be taken as an indication of the direction of the
Congress of Industrial Organisations as a whole, the prospect of such
unofficial action would have had to be faced anyway after the 1939
contract, in which the union agreed with management to outlaw sit-~down
strikes inside the plants.

The "no-strike'" pledge was not very effective. As Scott and
Homans note the 4,956 strikes of 1944 'were greater in number if not in
duration than any other year of the country's history."9 A Labour force
steeled in the organising experience of the late thirties was swelled by
new entrants who were often quickly radicalised. Working class women,
Black people, migratory and southern workers all came together in
factories of the industrial centres of the North.lO In a situation where
management was operating under the favourable conditions of cost-plus
contracts militancy often won an almost unknown control over the produc-
tion level of the shop Eloor. The period was not to last long. The
’/1945—1946 General Motors strike immediately after the war was to herald
a new emphasis on economic gains which were often won by giving up the

gains that had been previously won on the shop floor.

Industrial Conflict and Technology

In this section we shall review certain developments in management

theory that relate to more contemporary attempts to analyse strike action.
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The revived concern with technological factors to be found in contempor-
ary management theory may be traced to the human relafions school.
Nicos Mouzelis, a student of organisation theory has stressed the dis-
tinct subschoolé that have developed within the human relations move-
ment.ll The first is the orthodox school pioneered by Elton Mayo. The
second subschool developed out of the latter's somewhat narrow plant
orientation. The school's most representative writer is probably W. F.
Warner who was associated with the committee of Human Relations in
Industry at the University of Chicago. Mouzelis broadly characterises
the third subschool as focusing on the theory of interaction. First
elaborated by Chapple and Areﬁsberg at Harvard the interactionist
approach has been adopted in part or wholly by such writers as W. F.
Whyte, G. Homans and L. Sayles.

Mouzelis readily admits to the somewhat static and artificial
nature of the above subdivisions. By way of correction he sketches the
general evolution of the hu$én relations school since the Hawthorne
studies. His interpretation of more recent trends suggest that manage-
ment theory has been returning to a more inclusive approach. The focus
,,Of attention has been widened to include not only the work group but
also the large-scale organisation. More emphasis is paid to the
influence exerted by technology on industrial relations. The shift in
emphasis is demonstrated in practical application.

Firstly, in the practical field of management, these theoretical
developments are reflected by the displacement of attention from

supervisory skills to the problems at the higher levels of manage-
ment and to the questions of organizational authority and structure,

~ ‘
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It is emphasised more and more that many organisational problems
cannot be solved by human relation skills as they do not arise from
difficulties in face-to-face relations; rather one should look for
their solution in structural changes on the organisational level.l2
The new emphasis on technology finds expression in the research
paper dealing with contemporary trends in industrial sociology prepared
for the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations by
Alan Fox.13 He outlines the problem and his main argument as follows:
The principal theme pursued here is the general one of why -people
behave as they do in industry. A number of inquiries are brought
forward to show that the way people behave--and therefore the pattern
and temper of industrial relations--is considerably affected by the
technology with which they work, the way their job is organized and
related to others, and various other so-called "structural deter-
minants."14
The relationship between industrial conflict and technology has
been a central interest in the work of Joan WOodward.15 In her best
known study Woodward distinguishes b?tween three kinds of technological
)
processes employed in different production systems. These are unit or
batch production, mass or line production, and process production.
Although her study does not arrive at any one set of criteria for measur-
ing industrial conflict the general conclusion is reached that conflict
is less in unit and process production than in mass and line production.
The argument presented essentially focuses on the productive system
within which the worker operates. Conflict is seen as being greatest in
mass and line production where work groups are large, where there is a

low ratio of supervisors to operators, where operatives often work in

stationary positions on the shop floor, where authority is "arbitrary"
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and comes from above (rather than from the '"process" itself) and where
the pressures for labour economy are ever demanding. Woodward reports as
follows:

Pressure on people at all levels of the industrial hierarchy seemed

to build up as technology advanced, became heaviest in assembly line

production and then relaxed, so reducing personal conflicts. . . .

The production system seemed more important in determining the

quality of human relations than did the number employed.l6

It should be noted that Woodward is not implying'that technical
innovation per se brings about a reduction in industrial conflict. For
example, she notes that automation may be introduced without any change
whatsoever in the production system. Alternatively, change may take,
place in the production system without necessarily implying automation.
More important to Woodward's thesis is the general trend of technologi-
cal development. In the industrial area studied she notes that in the
future an increasing proportion ?f the manufacturing firms are likely to
be process firms. The scene is éhus set for a future where industrial
relations are more harmonious.} For in her research Woodward noted that
in process-type firms '"'the relationship between supervisor and subor-
dinate was much more like that between a travel agent and his clients
than between a foreman and operators in mass production."17
One of the more serious limitations of the Woodward report is

the lack of any satisfactory provision for assessing the extent of indus-
trial conflict. The relationship between management and labour is not
judged on such quantitative data as the incidence of strikes or absen-

teeism. Rather the general tone of industrial relations is judged by

relationships at the shop level between supervisors and production workers.
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An important recent study of the British automobile industry has
raised some important questions concerning the validity of Woodward's
arguments. In their study of all the major British car firms Turner,
Clack and Roberfs report that the pattern of industrial conflict varied
considerably despite the similarity of technological processes in each

factory.18

Theories of Strike-Proneness

One area of research into strike action that provides some inter-
esting insights has been concerned with attempts to explain the varying
propensity to strike found in different occupations, regions, or ihdus—
tries. Knowles, for instance, examines why the ''strike-proneness" of
different regions and different industries in the United Kingdom shows a
market variation.19 Although it is difficult to make any rigid separa-
tion between regional "strike—pfoneness” and industrial "'strike-
proneness,' Knowles is able to éonclude from the available data that
regional variations in Britain tend to prove substantially less signifi-
cant than industrial variations. This is not necessarily true for other
national experiences. In the case of Canada, for instance, Stuart |
Jamieson has noted that regional differences are generally more pro- |
nounced than in most comparable industrialized nations.20 He argues %
that for the Canadian experience the region probably provides a more |
fruitful unit for study.

One of the best known theories of strike liability is the inter-

national comparison by Clark Kerr and Abraham Siegel.21 Their theory
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merits careful consideration. Kerr and Siegel explain the high propen-
sity to strike in such industries as mining, maritime and longshore and
to a lesser degree, lumber and textile, in terms of two major hypotheses.
The first is concerned with broad environmental factors and examines the
location of the worker in society. The argument poses two contrasting
social situations, one where a collectivity of workers form an "isolated
mass' and one where the individual worker may be considered as an
"integrated individual" or as a member of an "integrated group." The
idea of the "isolated mass' develops out of the observation that workers
in certain industries, by virtue of geographic or social factors, tend
to develop a social cohesion that incréases their willingness to téke
collective strike action. At the other end of the scale, Kerr and
Siegel present the situation of the supposeé@y "integrated individual."
The worker's role in industrial society is the determinating factor.
Examples of industries where the propensity to strike is low are rail-
road, agriculture and trade. Such industries, it is argued, provide
work which integrates employees into the wider community.

The second major hypothesis advanced by Kerr and Siegel to
explain strike-liability focuses on the character of the job and the
worker. They suggest that 'the inherent nature of the job determines,
by selection and conditioning, the kinds of workers employed and their
attitudes, and these workers, in turn, cause conflict or peace."22 Kerr
and Siegel note that their second hypothesis is not always sgpported by
the empirical evidence on strike activity. For instance, they cite cases

where supposedly "tougher" workers such as teamsters, farm hands,
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steelworkers and construction workers show a low frequency to strike.
In passing we might add that the recent British experience offers
further evidence that brings the hypothesis into'question. Workers such
as draughtsmen and printers who are engaged in activity that is not
generally considered to be physically demanding have shown an increasing
willingness to take strike action.

To summarize their main argument, Kerr and Siegel relate strikes
to certain general characteristics of certain types of industry, We may
clarify matters by making a distinction between so-called "primary" (e.g.,
mineral extraction, lumber, longshore, ship-building), "secondary" (e.g.,
manufacturing) and "tertiary" (e.g., service trades, transportatioﬁ)»in—
dustry. Kerr and Siegel look at both environment factors and the nature
of the job in both "primary" and "tertiary"gindustry to explain why the
propensity to strike is high in the first category and low in the second.

One of the first comments that can be made with respect to the Kerr
and Siegel analysis pertains to the initial evidence the authors present.
One might wish to express certain reservations as to the comparability
of strike statistics on an international basis. Certain reservations
are expres;ed by Kerr and Siegel when they note that '"While the data
discloses a substantial consistency of behavior, it should be kept in
mind that they reflect the experience of only eleven countries over a
limited period of time and that the industrial breakdowns are not so
numerous nor so comparable from one country to another, or even from one
time period to another in the same country, as would be ideally desir-

able for the purpose of this analysis."23 Despite these difficulties
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the authors still find sufficient similarity of behaviour to justify in-
vestigation.

Criticism of the Kerr and Siegel theory may be'considéred under
three main headings. We shall refer in turn to methodological, empir-
ical and other general problems that stem from the Kerr and Siegel
analysis.

One methodological problem with the Kerr and Siegel analysis re-
sults from the fact that the authors work from the premise that the
"significance'" of strikes is adequately measured by the number of man-
days of production lost. They thereby choose to examine what is gener;
ally considered to be the best economic dimension of strike activity‘
The number of production days lost due to disputes is not, however, the
only measurement of the economic significance of strikes.‘ Forkinstance,
in certain technologically advancéd industries, frequent short strikes,
even if they involve only a few workers, may prove just as economically
harmful as a protracted stoppage involving considerably more workers in
a more traditionally organised industry. Even if we accept that the
best measurement of the economic dimension of strike activity is the
number of broduction hours lost it does not follow that the incidence of
strikes is unimportant. In the case of the present study the primary
concern is unofficial strikes which account for the overwhelming majority
of all recorded stoppages and tend, on average, to last for a shorter
duration than most official strikes. The standard economic dimension
of strike activity may provide a poor indication of unofficial strike

activity.
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The mining and automobile manufacturing industries have, at dif-~
ferent periods, accounted for a large proportion of unofficial strikes
in the British experience. These two industries can serve to illustrate
some of the problems of an empirical nature that brings the Kerr and
Siegel hypothesis into question.

Mining disputes prior to 1957 accounted for that industry being
rated as one of the most strike-prone in Britain. Since that year there
has been a sharp decrease in both the number of strikes and in the number
of man-days lost as a result of strikes. The overall decrease in the
number of stoppages in coal mining in Britain is shown in Table I. This
decrease may be attributed to two major factors. Firstly, there ié the
general decline of the industry, accelerated by government closure of
unprofitable pits. Secondly, in such circumstances labour militancy is
severely hampered and strike action is approached with more caution. So-

{

called "rationalization" either ‘takes the form of closing down whole
operations, or it involves the introduction of mechanized or cybernated
techniques that may reduce the labour force at the old location of work.
The short-term effects may be an actual increase in labour militancy as
workers at the local level mobilize around defensive struggles to keep a
particular concern in operation. But the longer-term effects are more
likely to spell a decline in the propensity to strike in that industry.
Kerr and Siegel do not make specific reference to the automobile
industry. According to their schema, it should, presumably, be grouped

with "metal and engineering industries" where the propensity to strike

is classified as "medium." Recently the British automobile industry has
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TABLE I

NUMBER OF STOPPAGES RECORDED IN BRITISH
COAL MINING, 1957-1967

Year Number of stdppages
1957 2224
1958 1963
1959 | 1307
1960 1666
1961 1458
1962 1203
1963 | 987
1964 1058
1965 740
1966 | 553
1967 (Provisional) 391

Source: - Ministry of Labour figures quoted in Report of Royal
Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associa-
tions 1965-1968, London: HMSO, 1968, p. 96.
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seen a considerable increase in both the number of strikes and the num-
ber of working days lost. In their important study of the British auto-
mobile industry H. A. Turner, G. Clack and E. Roberts note that during
the 1960's car wérkers became "at least as dispute liable as such tradi-
tionally strike-prone groups as miners, shipbuilders and dockers."24
The authors use the same sort of measurement as Kerr and Siegel by com-
paring the ratio of production days lost to the total number of employees.
According to this measure, the strike incidence of the car firms rose
from about twice the national average in the early post-World War II
years, to about.six times the national average during the 1960s. Some
appreciation of the trend may be gained from Table II.

Kerr and Siegel's first hypothesisjthat the location of the worker
in society determines his propensity to strike is too general to invite
vigorous testing. Kerr and Siegel do provide a series of qualifications.
They emphasize that they are dealing with complex phenomena that in-
volves multiple causation and that other explanation may be required in
certain situations. However, if we simply look at one aspect of their
first hypothesis and examine the proposition that strike-proneness is

linked to geographical isolation then the British automobile industry

again presents problems. Turner and his associates report that:

. . . there seems nothing in the motor industry's case to support
the view that a high strike-proneness is likely to be linked with
geographical isolation: if anything, the more isolated plants seem
to have been less strike-prone.25

Any discussion of Kerr and Siegel's theory would be incomplete

without some consideration of their prognosis for future strike trends.
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INDUSTRIAL DISPUTES IN THE BRITISH
AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY, 1947-1964
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Annual averages Number of separ-| Workers "diréct— Number of "work-

of 3-year per- ate strikes ly and indirect- | ing days lost"

iod traced ly involved"
1947-1949 10 9,000 25,000
1950-1952 14 25,000 131,000
1953-1955 14 42,000 137,000
1956-1958 31 82,000 [ 322,000
1959-1961 75 116,000 307,000
1962-1964 86 141,000 321,000

Source: H. A. Turner, G. Clack and E. Roberts, Labour Relations

in the Motor Industry, London: Allen and Unwin, 1967,
p. 23. TFigures those of authors, compiled in accor-
dance with the methodology employed by the Ministry of

Labour.




41
"Integration" they note ''is growing with the introduction of the auto-
mobile, the radio, and the television, the decaulalization of work on
the waterfront and in the logging camp, the increasing acceptance of
trade unions by employers, by government, and by the community at large,
and the spread of popular educatibn.”26 Kerr and Siegel's theory
appears unable to take account of changing trends in the labour force.
For example, one development that has been most noticeable in Britain
since 1950 is the continuing organization of white-collar workers. Dur-
ing the period 1950 to 1964 the major non;manual unions made significant
gains, as is shown in Table III.

Despite impressive growth rates the overall %ercentage of White—
collar workers organized in Britain is still low compared to most
advanced industrial countries, with the notable exception of the United
States and Canada.27 There is, therefore, every ‘indication that fhe
spread of white-collar unionism is likely to continue.

It is pertimnent to ask.how prepared such unions have been to take
up strike action. Some indicé;ion may be gained from the following
observation of Clive Jenkins, the'ééheral Secretary of the Association
of Supervisory Staffs, Executives and Technicians (A.S.S.E.T.). "In my
own union we estimate we will have four or five recognizable strikes and

dozens of other forms of dispute action." Jenkins goes on to describe

the policy of the Draughtsmens and Allied Trades Association (D.A.T.A.):

D.A.T.A. actually spent £250,000 in strike pay in selected disputes
aimed at setting the standard of a three weeks holiday after five

years' service. . . . In fact, the new feature of these disputes is
that they are getting longer. The draughtsmen had a strike of more



TABLE III

.INCREASE IN MEMBERSHIP OF MAJOR BRITISH
WHITE COLLAR UNIONS, 1950-1964
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Total Member- { Total Member- { Percentage
ship at end ship at end Increase
of 1950 of 1964
National and Local
Government Officers' ,
Association : 197,056 338,322 71.7
Draughtsmen's and
Allied Technicians' <
Association 45,039 65,893 46.3
Clerical and Admin~
istrative Workers' )
Union 33,150 79,177 138.9
National Unions of
Bank Employees 29,622 56,224 89.8
Association of Super-
visory Staffs,
Executives and
Technicians 11,723 35,588 203.6
Source: V. L. Allen, Militant Trade Unionism, London: Merlin,

1966, pp. 14-15.
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than six months at a Scarborough plant. A.S.S.E.T. had one of twenty-
one weeks in a Scottish factory, and more and more, the difference
between the negotiating tactics of the newer unions and those of an
early vintage are becoming less and less visible.28

A trend towards greater militancy on the part of the white~collar
workers presents problems for any continued application of the hypotheses
advanced by Kerr and Siegel. Most of the evidence considered by the two
authors covers strike patterns prior to 1950. A more contemporary re-
appraisal of the evidence would probably show that certain white-collar
groups demonstrate at least as high a propemsity to strike as certain
categories of manual workers. In 1964 the British Employers' Confedera-
tion warned of precisely such a development.

/
It is recognized that staff unions, because of the type of worker
they represent, are generally more articulate, more militant and
more effective than the manual workers' unions and that any develop-
ment of staff unionism on a major scale will present serious prob-
lems for employers.Z29

The rather crude distinction drawn by Kerr and Siegel between the
"isolated mass" and the "integrated individual" begins to lose its mean-
ing as the nature of white-collar work itself changes. Such changes
result from movements in industry towards monopoly, oligopoly, takeover
and rationalization. The "small-scale employing units' mentioned by
Kerr and Siegel are giving way to the large modern office where the lay-
out of desks comes to resemble machinery on the shop-floor. The changes
affect every facet of the employee situation.

Questions of pay, promotion and fringe benefits, once within the
personal prerogative of the works manager to negotiate, are now
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snatched from him to a central department in London. . . . With this
comes a realization that there is, for want of a better description
an affluent proletarianization of technicians, supervisors and
clerks . . .30

It was earlier argued that the hypotheses advanced by Kerr and
Siegel suffered from several weaknesses from the outset. The unfolding
of trends during the post-war period has brought the theory further into
question, at least insofar as its applicability to the British experience
is concerned. The main contribution that Kerr and Siegel have made is
that they have stressed the importance'of environmental factors. By so
doing their work serves as an excellent corrective to the narrow scope of
much earlier research. Kerr and Siegel can be considered as critics‘of
the micro-level approach so characteristic to many human relations studies.
Their macro-approach is a good example of the sort of framework that has
been advocated elsewhere by John T. Dunlop. Such a framework "involves
the interaction and accommodation of union and management organisation
in an economic, technologic¢al and social context."31

Kerr and Siegel end their short study with a general prescription
for either reducing or heightening industrial conflict. In order to re-
duce the intensity of industrial conflict, the authors recommend that
both the worker and the employer be integrated as fully as possible ihto
the general society. If the converse is desired, namely if one wished
to increase industrial conflict, then the appropriate course of actioﬁ
would entail some mechanism whereby workers were socially isolated so

they could evolve segregated organisation. The problem with proposals of

this sort is that they start from the initial premise that industrial
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conflict is amenable to manipulation. The present study differs from
many studies in industrial sociology insofar as we make no preliminary
assumption that strike action or trade unionism is open to manipulation
or control,

An examination of the substance of Kerr and Siegel's prescription
raises further questions. The authors lay themselves open to attack
for engaging in a rather vq}ganﬁpype of environmental determinism. Many
factors which help to engender group or class consciousness cannot be
directly attributed to the industrial environment. Consciousness may take
a considerable period to develop. Even éf it were a feasible project,
(which it is not), a'social programme whereby workers were isolated and
left to develop their own form of organisation would not necessarily

yield either group consciousness or industrial militancy.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ANALYSIS OF UNOFFICIAL ACTION

Unofficial Action and the History of Trade Unionism

This chapter will attempt to sharpen our appreciation of the

terms "unofficial" and "informal" as ghey are used in the present study.

It is helpful to start by reviewing s;me past examples of unofficial
movements in the history of British trade unionism. The endeavour is
rendered more difficult by the fact that historians of the British
labour movement have tended to dwell almost exclusively on the evolution
of permanent and established trade union organisations.

The work of Sidney and Beatrice Webb has exerted a strong and
lasting influence on the historical interpretation of British trade
unionism. As V. L. Allen rather bluntly notes, ''there was, in a sense,

. . . . 1
no trade union history until they wrote it."~  The Webbs are best known

for their classic study entitled The History of Trade Unionism first

published in 1902 and subsequently revised and up=~-dated for a 1920
edition.2 less attention is generally paid to the Webbs' earlier and

more theoretical work Industrial Democracy3 which offers an analysis of

the structure, function and methods of trade unionism in Britain as it
developed in the nineteenth century. The historical and sociological
interpretation of British trade unionism developed by the Webbs has

since never been seriously challenged. In part this may be due to the

lack of any study that addresses itself to the problems raised by the
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Webbs. H. A. Turner has noted that since the Webbs, 'mobody has at-
tempted (or at least, succeeded in) an emulation of their classic study
of trade unionism's history and character at large.”4

The influence of the Webbs' work is partly responsible for a
neglect of those informal or unof%icial aspects of trade union behaviour
that have characterised the Briti;h historical experience. The Webbs'
approach to the stﬁdy of trade unionism was primarily orientated towards
formal organisational development. It is possible to detect in their
work a consequent neglect of the appearance and disappearance of in-
formal movements. This argument is developed by V. L. Allen. With

reference to The History of Trade Unionism he argues that, rather than

being concerned with what the title suggests, the Webbs in fact focus
almost exclusively on the history of ''formal, continuously operating
trade union organisations' =--a preoccupation which leads the Webbs "to
neglect ephemeral bodies or to dismiss their existence as being of no
historical significance.”5 Allen also suggests that the Webbs seriously
neglected the early history of trade unionism in the eighteenth century.
The Webbs' treatment of the machine-wrecking that took place in

the early period of British industrialization is a good illustration of

their general approach towards movements lacking "continuous organisation.

They refer briefly to the 'Luddite' upheavals of 1811 and 1812 when

riotous mobs of manual workers, acting under some sort of organis-
ation, went about destroying textile machinery and sometimes
wrecking factories. To what extent this had any direct connection
with the Trade Union Movement seems to us, pending more penetrating
investigation of the unpublished evidence, somewhat uncertain.
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The Webbs offer no explanation for Luddism other than to cite selected
reports by local dignatories of the period. For instance, in 1812 a
certain General Maitland wrote to the Home Secretary to convey the inter-
pretation that the movement was a desperaté last attempt ''to do that by
force which they had not succeeded in carrying into effect as they
usually did by other means.”7 From these reports tHe reader is given
an impression of the movement that the Webbs appear to share. Such a
viewpoint sees the machine-breaking as a futile act of désperation.
Throughout their writings the two foremost founders of Fabianism main-
tained the assumption that direct action was bound to be less effective
than peaceful negotiation.

E. J. Hobsbawm's short essay on the machine breakers8 offers some
further insights and serves to correct some of the misconceptions partly
attribufable to the writings of the Webbs. For example, although
Luddism is generally associated with the incidents of machine-breaking
that occurred between 1811 and 1813, outbreaks of machine~breaking were
not restricted to those years. Hobsbawm suggests that the phenomenon
probably originated in the seventeenth century or even earlier and con-
tinued until around 1830. Hobsbawm distinguishes two types of machine-
breaking. The first type implies no particular hostility to machines
as such, but sees the action as one means of exerting pressure on employ-
ers. The second type implies a conqréte expression of hostility to the
introduction of new machines, especially where labour interests are to

be affected in some way. There are several variants of the first type
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of wrecking. Hobsbawm refers to the prevalence of what he calls
"collective bargaining by riot.”9 Rather than interpreting any des-
truction involved as wanton acts aimed at %he machines, Hobsbawm sees
wrecking as "simply a technique of trade unionism in the period before,
and during the early phases of, the Industrial Revolution."10 The tech-
nique had certain advantages over a simple absentioﬁ from work. This
was especially so in the case of domestic industry where a collective
withdrawal of labour was not always easily organised. The ethic of
solidarity took time to learn. It is also quite probable that machine=
wrecking was seen as a way to insure against the use of strike-breakers.
Hobsbawm suggests that in the final analysis the tactie of
machine~breaking needs be appraised in terms of its effectiveness.
While the Webbs are correct in pointing out the rapid defeat of Luddism
between 1811 and 1812, Hobsbawm argues that it would be a mistake to

11
conclude that machine-breaking in general never succeeded. He argues

that the technique was well-adapted to the conditions of early indust-
rialism. There appears to be insufficient evidence that other forms of
pressure would have been more effective.

The responsibility for the misconceptions over the Luddite move=
ment cannot be entirely attributed to the Webbs who did, after all, note
that their research on the question was inadequate. To a greater degree
responsibility ought to rest with those subsequent historians who have
uncritically accepted the Webbs' interpretation, in spite of the Webbs'

own reservations. In fact, only recently have historians of trade
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unionism begun to seriously challenge details of the Webbs' inter-
pretation of the history of English trade unionism.

Allen argues that the reason for the Webbs' neglect of such in-
formal social movements is to be found in their conception of historical
research. In the preface to their work thgy outline their understanding
of historical research. '"History" they contend "must, if it is to be
history at all, follow the course of continuous organisations."12
However, as Allen correctly points out, an organisation can operate
continuously for a long period or an extremely short period. It is the
historian who must make a judgment as to the significance of any part-
icular organisation. Despite their claim to have written a value=-free
history of trade unionism the Webbs' work is inevitably influenced by
their own judgments of the.relative importance of certain movements. A
further explanation might be found in the political philosophy of the
Webbs. Although the Webbs always maintained that their scholarly work
was totally neutral, it is evident that their emphasis on formally
organised trade union organisation did suit their political predilections.
As the leading theoreticians of English Fabianism, the Webbs stood in
total opposition to such unofficial rank-and-file movements as the Shop
Stewards' movement. Much later, following the defeat of the 1926
general strike, Beatrice Webb could hardly conceal her glee. Writing
in her diary she registered the opinion that subsequent historians would
regard the strike 'as the death gasp of that pernicious doctrine of

'workers' control' of public affairs through the trade unions and by
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the method of direct action.”13 In the same entry she went on to des-
cribe the doctrine of workers' control as "a proletarian distemper."
A further reappraisal of some of the Webbs' historical work is
to be found in H. A. Turner's study of the development of the cotton
unions in Britain.14 Turner argues that trade unionism came into play
in the cotton industry at a much earlier point in time than has commonly
been acknowledged. He attributes this neglect of the early trade union-
ism in the industry by labour historians to an over-emphasis on con-
tinuous formal trade union organisation. He also makes the observation
that some interesting historical pdrallels may be drawn. For instance:
In many ways, in fact, the early cotton unions resembled the
'unofficial movements' which have so frequently embarrassed
official British union leaderships in modern times.
A third, and most well known example of an unofficial movement
is the shop stewards' movement which reached its greatest strength
during and immediately following, World War I. The rise and decline

of the movement in the engineering industry has been excellently

chronicled by Branko Pribidevic in a work entitled The Shop 'Stewards'

16
Movement and the Demand for Workers' Control, 1910-1924, Workers'

control is defined by Pribicdevic to mean "the replacement of the capital=-
ist industrial system by a new industrial order in which the industries
of the country will be controlled (partly or completely) by associations
of ‘the workers employed in those industries."17 Pribidevié attempts to
delineate some of the conditions which help to account for both the

success and the failure of the movement between 1910 and 1924. A

il
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combination of economic and political conditions gave an altogether
new urgency to the demand for shop-floor control in the factory. The
theoretical weakness of the formal trade union leadership aided the
rapid rise of a militant rank-and-file leadership which developed
demands which were addressed to both the short and the long-term
difficulties facing ordinary workers. Some of the same questions

that are considered by Pribifevié with respect to the early shop
stewards' movement might be asked of subsequent unofficial trade union
movements which have appeared.

One of the first questions that may be asked of any unofficial
movement is why and how it emerged in the first place. One answer
might be found in terms of some perceived failure on the part of the
official organisation. Daniel Bell makes such a point:

Historically, the trade-union has been a restrictive and pro-
tective organization, acting to defend workers' interests.
Where the union has become an instrument to ''control" the
workers, in the interests of national unity or for the state,
workers have formed substitute bodies. This was the history

of the shop-stewards' movement in Britain during World War I and
of the workers' councils in Poland in October, 1956.18

1.2 7 e s . . .
Pribicevic offers a similar argument to provide a partial explanation for

the emergence of the shop stewards' movement in Britain between 1910 and

1924. At the same time he emphasizes the need to appreciate the exist-

ence of broader objective and subjective conditions which helped foster

the unofficial movement. The present thesis develops a somewhat similar

argument. Certain failures of the official trade union movement have
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resulted in the emergence of substitute bodies which have been able to
operate with considerable effectiveness in conditions of relatively full
employment.

The second question concerns the impact that unofficial movements
exert on official trade union organisation and policy. 1In his study
Pribidevid points to some of the long term effects of the Shop Stewards
and Workers' Committee Movement in the engineering industry.

First, it made an important contribution to the official amalgam-
ation of the engineering unions in 1920. It created a spirit of
unity in the industry which overcame the deep~seated craft pre-
judices and sectional exclusiveness. Second, and perhaps more
important, it helped to win for the workshop organisation a
pemmanent place in the trade union structure. The great impact of
the SS and WCM on the whole labour movement was largely responsible
for the general acceptance of workshop organization as a permanent

institution. Official recognition cost it a good deal of its power,
but this was compensated for by the stability which recognition gave

it.19
The extent to which "workshop organisation as a permanent institution'
has become formalized is considered in Chapters Five and Seven. The
possibility that such organisations are becoming the object of increasing
attack from employers and the state is discussed in Chapter Six.

The third problem concerns the consciousness that accompanies unof-~
ficial trade union movements. One approach to the problem involves
reference to one of the standard concepts which Marxists have used to
explain certain trends in labour movements - the concept of "
Lenin's application of this concept in What Is To §g_29352?0 is reviewed

briefly in the concluding chapter. Although certain objections can be

spontaneity."
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raised with respect to aspects of Lenin's theory his central distinction
between ''trade union consciousness' and 'socialist consciousness' can
prove helpful in examining the consciousness that develops out of un-
official strike action and participation in informal patterns of trade

unionism.

Trade Unionism and Organization

In 1966, 42 per cent of the estimated £ota1 number of employees
working in the United Kingdom were ofganised into unions or associations
which negotiated with employers on questions relating to conditions of
employment.21 Si%nificantly, in Britain, a country with one of the
highest unionized workforces in the western capitalist world, the situation
is still one whereby the majority of employees remain unorganised. Not
surprisingly, the available evidence suggests that, although not unknown,
strikes by non-unionized workers are relatively rare. Unorganised workers
do, on occasion, take strike action, but little information is available.
The statistics supplied by the Department of Employment and Productivity
group together strikes by unorganised workers along with lock-outs. In
the period 1964 to 1967 the Department recorded an average of 24 such
stoppages each year. The stoppages involved 3,200 workers and resulted
in the loss of 24,000 working days. When they do occur strikes by un-
organised workers often take up the question of union recognitionm.

The present study is primarily concerned with the organised

sector of the workforce. That sector includes all the major areas of
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British industry. The non~unionized sector generally covers those as=-
pects of work which, for a variety of reasons, have proved difficult

to organise. Those in the workforce who are non-unionized constitute

a changing mosaic of occupations. The fate of unorganised workers is
closely linked to the fortunes or misfortunes of the organised labour
movement. Thus William H. Miernyk argues that one of the reasons why
trade unionism has failed to make serious inroads amongst American
white-collar workers is because these unorganised workers have been the
beneficiaries of "tandem'" gains won by organised labour.23 Although
most strikers are organised into some form of trade union organisations

’
L s s , . 24
it is not a necessary condition for the occurrence of strike action.

The Meaning of Unofficial Action

Earlier in the study the unofficial strike was defined as a col=
lective stoppage of work undertaken to bring pressure on employers that
is not formally and publicly endorsed by a union executive. This defin-
ition is very similar to the definition of an unofficial strike provided
by K.C.J.C. Knowles. In his book on strikes Knowles defines an unof-
ficial strike as one 'which is not recognized by the Executive Committee
of a Union."25 We may now suggest certain elaborations to this defin=-
ition. One such attempt has been made by Alvin Gouldner in his book

Wildcat Strike,26 a study of an unofficial strike that took place in a

small rural community in the northern United States. Gouldner's analysis

of the strike was part of a broader investigation into a gypsum mining
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and processing operation. The strike which Gouldner studied took place
in the surface factory processing operation and involved about 150
workers from various departments. The strike was an unofficial strike
in the sense that it was not endorsed by the union executive. Gouldner
refers to the strike as a "wildcat' strike adopting the conventional
North American term for an unofficial strike.

Certain considerations should be borne in mind when discussing
Gouldner's study. First, the work situation investigated could scarcely
be described as typical. Gouldner points out that the strike took place
in a community which "was still very far from being maturely urbanized."
A second consideration is the broader question of how much the sociolo=-
gist can generalize from any one study of a particular event or exper-
ience. Gouldner apparently believes that his observations, which are
often quite insightful, provide sufficient basis for a more generalised
theory of social behaviour. At the end of the study Gouldner formulates
a theory of "'group tensions."

Considerations such as these do not, however, affect the basic
specifications that Gouldner develops for understanding some of the
different types of wildcat strike. Gouldner argues that there are two
distinct types of wildcat strike. The first type is the "pseudo-wildcat"
which is defined as "a strike in which the formal union leaders pretend
to have little control over the situation but actually exert concealed
ihfluence on its course."28 The second type of wildcat is ''one in which

the formal union leaders have actually lost control and the strike is

27
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led by individuals whose position in the formal structure does not
prescribe such a role for them."29 In such circumstances Gouldner sug-
gests the term ''genuine wildcat." Gouldner thus introduces the pos-
sibility of some sort of covert support coming from the union executive.
The same year as the publication of Gouldner's book, a short
analysis of the 1951 New York wildcat dock strike appeared.30 The
author, Robert Lamson, attempts to(explain the strike in terms of the
peculiar structure of the International Longshoremen's Association. He
views the strike as a rationhl means of attaining certain ends. Lamson
examiﬁes three propositions to account for particular uses that any wild-
cat strike may have for particular individuals.
First, it can be a means by which union leaders may gain their
personal and union ends without the responsibility of formally cal-
ling a strike....Second, it can be a means by which individuals and
groups outside the system may gain control of the union....Third,
a.wi%dcat strike can be ? means by which ind?vidgils and groups
within the system may gain control of the union.
The first proposition corresponds to Gouldner's ''pseudo-wildcat."
Lamson and Gouldner both point out that the pseudo-wildcat strike may be
led by certain union leaders who thereby find a means of enhancing their
position in the eyes of the rank-and-file. Such an observation can really
do no more than explain the paft played by individual union officers. As
an explanation of any wildcat it would seem to be a most unsatisfactory
explanation. Strikes would not usually appear to be explicable merely

in terms of the personal motivation of certain individuals.,

A basic distinction between the "pseudo-unofficial’ and the



- 60

"genuine-unofficial" strike would appear to be applicable to the
British unofficial strike experience. H. A. Clegg, for instance notes
how trade union foicials have been known to hint to shop stewards that
some sort of demonstration of the members' willingness to take strike
action would be helpful to the union negotiators' bargaining position.32
The unofficial strike is sometimés interpreted as a direct chal-
lenge to the authority of union leaders. This need not necessarily be
the case. Union leaders may not be able to support an unofficial strike
due to the very nature of the union rules. An example is given by H. A.
Turner who reports on the difficulty of declaring a strike official in
the case of the National Union of Vehicle Builders. The General
Secretary of the union explained the problem:
...under the relevant rule of the Union a strike by any section of
the membership could only be authorised by a genmeral ballot in which
two~thirds of all the Union's members voted and two-thirds of those
voting supported this action. He had never found any difficulty in
getting two-thirds of the voters to approve an Executive proposal on
these matters. But it was impossible to get two-~thirds of the mem=-
bers to vote,33
Strikes in Britain often begin without official support but later
gain such support. The difficulty encountered by the strikers in con-
tacting a union official who has some knowledge of the nature of the
dispute may be one reason. The regular channels may involve going
through protracted procedures whereby a decision could only be reached

when all is past history. To some extent the need for flexibility is

reflected in the approach of many Unions Executives who do recognise the
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e
need for some sort of retrospective ratification. In 1960 the TUC
Report estimated that '"in about half the cases reported to the General
Council where strikes began without official sanction, the unions paid

dispute benefit."34

Whether such support is forthcoming often revolves
around the kind of issues involved in the unofficial strike. Union
executives might hold perceptions different from thése of the rank-and-
file on the subject of just what does constitute a "legitimate' trade
union issue. In this regard one can expect varying behaviour from
different unions. One view has been forthrightly expressed by Ted Hill,

General Secretary of the Boilermakers Society, when he said that "if a

strike is on a question of wages we have got to support it. Sometimes

it has got to be unofficial but if it is for the purpose for which unions

were formed I can always find a way to justify it."35

Knowles cites a former Clydeside shop steward, W. Gallacher, who
draws attention to what he calls '"spontaneous" strikes where the choice
for the strikers is "submitting or fighting."36 Eldridge and Cameron
take up the same point, suggesting the idea of '"perishable disputes"
where

speed of action is placed at a premium by the strikers. They might
arise in circumstances where it is either impossible to contact the
union official, or where it is felt that by the time the issue has
gone through the negotiating procedure that battle will have been
lost.

It is helpful to consider the efficacy of making too rigid a dis-

tinction between official and unofficial strikes. Such a point was made
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in the report to the Trades Union Congrgés of 1960.

It may be formally correct to define an unofficial strike as one
which takes place contrary to union rules and contrary to agreed
procedures. But such a definition is not helpful. The strikers
are automatically put in the wrong and the problem is therefore
shown as one of 'how to persuade them to conform, or to force them
to conform'. This leads to the proposal of 'simple' remedies: for
instance, the employers should stand firm, the union should dis-
cipline their members, the government should legislate. The
definition ignores the provocation and does not help the search
for better relations.38
But while it may be diffdcult and even misleading to make too hard and
fast a distinction between official and unofficial strikes, it is im-
portant to remember that the government, the employers and the trade
union leadership tend to attach considerable importance to the dis-
tinction. Furthermore, the question of whether a strike is considered
to be official or unofficial will generally prove important in attempt-
ing to understand a particular dispute. The distinction will be kept
in mind by employers deciding how to best move against a strike. The
attitude of the union executive will also be an important factor that
is taken into consideration by management. The distinction between
official and unofficial strikes may also prove important in attempting
to understand the overall strategies developed by employers and the state
regarding trade unionism in general. These questions are taken up in

more detail in Chapter Six when we consider the part played by the

government in industrial relations in Britain between 1940 and 1969.
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CHAPTER FOUR

AN OVERVIEW OF STRIKE TRENDS IN BRITAIN: 1919-1969
LY

The Persistence of Strike Action

The comparative work of Arthur M. Ross and Paul T. Hartman pro-
vides an interesting starting point from which to examine strike trends

in Britain between 1919 and 1969. 1In their study Changing Patterns of

Industrial Conflict,1 Ross and Hartman argue that the strike is "withering

away'" in the Northern European countries of Denmark, the Netherlands,
Germany, Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom. Other European countries,
such as France and Italy, are assigned to what Ross and Hartman refer to

llno

as the "Mediterranean-Asian Pattern," where they claim the strike is
longer a sustained test of economic strength but a brief demonstration

of protest."2 Two preliminary points should be made with respect to the
Ross and Hartman study. First, the work is primarily an international
comparison. The discussion in this chapter will be restricted to an
examination of the particular experience of the United Kingdom. A

wider critique of the Ross and Hartman study would need to examine
national experiences in addition to that of Britain. Not all the coun-
tries that fall into the "Northern European' pattern experience identical
patterns of behaviour. Thus, a United Nations comparison for the number
of "man-days of idleness'" attributable to industrial disputes between

1948 and 1958 revealed that in the United Kingdom the rate per thousand

industrial employees was two or three times the rate for West Germany,
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Scandinavia and the Netherlands.3 The second point is that the Ross and
Hartman study only extends up to the year 1956. In the British case,
significant trends have developed in the period since 1956. Some of

these trends are discussed in the course of the present chapter.
(a) The duration of strikes.

We may start by examining Ross and Hartman's contention that in
the United Kingdom '"the duration of stoppages has been so brief that we
are justified in saying that strikes have been largely eliminated in that

country.”4

Important to the authors' analysis is the assumption that '"the
duration of strikes is one of the most significant measures of industrial
conflict from a behaviouristic as well as an economic standpoint."5 Cer-
tain limitations of this approach were considered earlier in Chapter Two
when we considered the Kerr and Siegel theory of the inter-industry pro-
pensity to strike.

The decline in the average duration of the strike can best be
understood by reviewing the changing historical conditions under which
strike action has occurred in the last half century. The general period
since 1919 will be examined. The period 1919 to 1969 can be conveniently
divided into four main periods.7 The first period runs from 1919 to the
General Strike of 1926. During this period employers tended to be on
the offensive, determined to regain those areas of control at the shop-

floor level that had been lost in the wartime period. Although workers

were on the defensive, they put up considerable opposition. Strikes
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tended to be of long duration. Workers had gained sufficient confidence
in the wartime period to enable them to withstand a succession of serious
defeats up to thg General Strike of 1926. That méjor defeat marked the
beginning of a new period characterised by demoralisation and increasing
unemployment. The second period from 1927 to 1938, included years of
severe unemployment. Strikes tended to be both fewef in number, and
shorter in length. Workers were very much on the defensive. The third
period includes the wartime period of 1939 to 1945 and the post-war years
ﬁp to 1951. During the greater part of this period there were severe
restrictions on the right to strike. Since most strikers were both unof-~
ficial and illegal they tended to be of very short duration, Despite
these restrictions the economic environment was much more conducive
towards militancy. Conditions of full employment continued in the

fourth period, which covers the remaining yeér 1952-1969.

Some indication of the changing pattern of strikes may be gained
from Table IV which compares the average annual number of working days
lost per strikes for four selected periods since 1919. The period
1939 to 1951 has not been included for comparative purposes, due to the
peculiarly truncafed system of industrial relations that resulted from

restrictions on the right to strike.
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NUMBER OF WORKING DAYS LOST PER STRIKER:
SELECTED PERIODS BETWEEN 1919 AND 1964
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Average annual number of work-

v , .
ears (inclusive) ing days lost per striker

1919 - 1926%* 38.6
1927 - 1938 10.2
1952 - 1956 4.2
1957 - 1964 4.5

*up to, but not including, the General Strike of 1926.

Source: Figures calculated from Ministry of Labour statistics.

Statistics for the period 1919 to 1969 are reprinted
in Table IX at the end of the chapter.
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(b) Worker involvement in strikes.

In further support of their thesis of the "withering away of the
strike' Ross and Hartman introduce a second main statistical measure
which they term the ''membership involvement ratio.'" This ratio measures
the sum of all workers involved in all strikes recorded during any year
divided by the number of union members for that year. Ross and Hartman
plot the changes in this ratio for the years 1911 through to 1955. Bet-
ﬁeen those years the total union membership increased from 3,139,000 to
9,662,000.8 In order for the membership involvement ratio to remain
constant, the number of workers involved in strikes would, therefore,
have had to increase threefold. Since this has not taken place, Ross
and Hartman argue that the decline in the ratio supports their thesis
that the strike is disappearing. This argument neglects the fact that
more strikes may be expected in the early development of any labour
movement. There is no reason why, when overall membership is increased
threefold, the number of those members engaged in strike activity should
also be expected to triple. A review of the figures for the United
Kingdom up to 1956 reveals that the "membership involvement ratio' has

in fact fluctuated rather than significantly declined.
(c) Frequency of strikes.

Ross and Hartman tend to neglect the incidence of strikes as an

index of strike activity. The experience since the mid-fifties has
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shown some interesting developments.

The relative stability for Britain's strike incidence prior to
the mid-fifties may be ascertained from Table IX, located at the end of
this chapter. In the mid-fifties the number of strikes began to show a
significant increase. This increase has, to some extent, been obscured
by developments in the mining industry. For the gréater part of the
twentieth century the collieries have continued to dominate the history
of industrial conflict in Britain.9 The number of dispufes in tﬁe coal
industry fell in the first year or two after nationalization, and then
began to rise steadily, reaching a peak in 1957. Since then the number
of strikes in mining has fallen. This may largely be attributed to the
declining nature of the industry. The effect has been to obscure the
real national trend in the incidence of strikes. Table V compares the
number of disputes in coal mining to those taking place in other in-
dustries between 1957 and 1967. The frequency of strikes outside of
mining has increased considerably, with the 1967 level being over two

and a half times as high as that for 1957.
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TABLE V

NUMBER OF STOPPAGES DUE TO INDUSTRIAL DISPUTES IN COAL
MINING AND THE REST OF THE ECONOMY, 1957-1967

Year Stoppages in Stoppages in the All Stoppages
Coal Mining rest of the economy
1957 2224 635 2859
1958 1963 | 666 2629
1959 1307 o 786 2093
1960 1666 1166 2832
1961 1458 1228 2686
1962 . 1203 1246 2449
1963 987 1081 2068
1964 1058 1466 2524
’1965 740 1614 2354
1966 553 1384 1037
1967* 391 1694 2085

*Provisional Figures for 1967.

Source: Ministry of Labour figures quoted in Royal Commission on
Trade Unions and Emplovers' Associations 1965-1968,
(London: HMSO, 1968), p. 96.
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Unofficial Strikes: 1940-1969

Unofficial strikes are not a new development. Knowles remarks
that "unofficial strikes are almost as old as trade unions."10 The his-
tory of strike action in the twentieth century has been very much the
history of unofficial activity.

The years preceeding 1914 saw widespread unofficial action. Al-
most all strikes during World War I were unofficial.11 The year 1919
was especially marked by unofficial strikes. After the slump of 1921

the strike movement largely consisted of "

unofficial, local sporadic
struggles, carried on at best with the passive approval of the National
Union, and often in the face of active Union opposition."12 In 1927>the
number of all strikes started to fall. Nevertheless, unofficial strikes
still occurred in 1927 and 1928, the most notable being those linked to
the Minority Movement in the clothing and mining industries.13

During the early years of the Second World War the number of
working days lost as a result of strikes fell considerably. This was
probably due more to the fact that strikes tended to be shorter, than
to their being fewer. The strike statistics for the war years are in-
cluded in Table IX. The statistics for 1944 indicate a clear increase
for the number of strikes, the number of workers involved and the number
of working days lost. The overwhelming majority of all strikes were
unofficial. Henry Pelling writes that

In early 1944 the chief industrial problem was not so much the wage
level as the separate though related issue of unofficial strikes.
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Things had changed since 1940; for 1n 1944 the loss of working days
was in excess of any year since 1932.

The miners featured prominently in the statistics for 1944. Out of the
3.7 million working days lost due to strike in that year they alone ac-
counted for the loss of 2.5 million working days.15

Between 1945 and 1950 there was a drop in the number of strikes,
in the number of workers involved and in the number of strike days. The
existence of a Labour administration may provide a partial explanation.
Knowles illustrates this point by quoting a speaker at the 1948 Trades
Union Congress who insisted that in order for the Labour Party to win
the forthcoming election industrial peace was essential.1

An increase in the number of strikes was recorded for 1951. There
was also an increase in the number of strikers involved and in the number
of working days lost. The year 1951 marked the beginning of a period in
which the number of strikes remained about steady at first and then slow-
ly climbed to a peak in 1957. The importance of the mining industry has
already been stressed. If we exclude mining from our consideration we
see that the annual number of strikes showed a marked increase after 1957.
In 1957 the total number of recorded stoppages for all industries other
than mining was 635. By 1967 the number of stoppages had increased to
1694.17

Only in the very recent period has there beén any attempt to
start publishing systematic data on the prevélence of unofficial strikes.

Statistics collected prior to 1960 do not generally distinguish between
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official and unofficial strikes.18 Nevertheless there is some evidence

to suggest a decline in the proportion of strikes which were officially
recognised by the trade union executives since around the mid-thirties.
Knowles reports that about one out of every two strikes known to have
taken place between 1935 and 1936 was thought to be unofficial.19 More
recently, the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations
estimated that in the period between 1964 and 1966 the proportion of
strikes officially recognised was one in twenty.20 It would appear that
there has been a significant increase in the number of strikes which are
unofficial since the mid-thirties.

The increase‘in the number of unofficial strikes provided the main
focus of concern in both the Royal Commission report of 1968 and the
Goyernment White Paper of the following year.21 The Commission report
attempted to show that, although Britain was losing fewer working days
through strikes than many other comparable countries with stricter pro-
visions for anti-strike legislation, it had more frequent small and un-
official stoppages.

Both of the above mentioned reports make the similar general
assumption that the United Kingdom has experienced a very high incidence
of industrial conflict. One of the few writers to challenge this as-
sumption is H. A. Turner.

The suggestion that the United Kingdom is unique in having a majority
of its strikes occur as unofficial or 'unconstitutional' ones is

largely unsupported. And the supposedly peculiar costs of the
British pattern of industrial conflict have not been satisfactorily
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demonstrated by those who allege them. . . .One can perhaps add that

what seems currently a widespread public assumption that Britain is

notably strike-prone appears to have little justification.22
Turner bases his'argument on his contention that international statistics
are virtually worthless for comparative purposes. As an example he refers
to the very different criteria employed by the United States and the
United Kingdom. With respect to the actual cost of strikes Turner notes
that no systematic statistics are available beyond the record of working
days lost.

Unofficial strike action in the period 1940-1969 has not been
evenly distributed througﬁout the organised workforce. The more militant
sectors have included engineering workers, miners, dockworkers, busmen
and building workers. In most cases it is precisely these strike-prone
groups of workers who have developed their own forms of rank-and-file
organisation.

The reversal in the downwafd trend in strike activity that occur-
red during the early fifties was discussed earlier. The main points may
be restated. First, there was an increase in the average number of
working days lost per year. Second, there was a rise in the number of
individual workers involved in strike activity. Third, there was a
rise in the number of strikes occurring each year. But government
statistics for the number of official strikes do not show any consistent
tendency to increase between 1960-1967. Unofficial strikes have ac-

counted for the general increase in the number of strikes. The general
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picture of strike activity at thé end of the period covered by the pre-
sent study has been described as "one of an unprecedented number of
strikes, involving a very large number of workers, but lasting, in con-
trast to the pre-war years, a relatively short time."23

Two factors which partly help to explain this trend deserve con-
sideration. The first is the general economic environment. Conditions
of full employment are generally considered to enhance the bargaining
strength of workers. The wider relationship between strikes and econ-
omic conditions is discussed by Knowles who confirms that economic
conditions do affect the incidence of strikes. He points out that
the size and duration of strikes is also dependent on such factors as ,
the influence of trade union policy or the political atmosphere pre- .
valent at the time.24 The relation between full employment and
aggressive workshop bargaining is examined in greater detail in the
next chapter.

The second factor that deserves consideration concerns the im-
pact of technological change. The period since 1940 has seen a general
trend towards the growing integration by large-scale capital of both
plant and productive processes. This has often resulted in a situation
whereby a strike by quite a small number of workers may be sufficient
to halt an entire production process. In industries such as steel,
chemicals and, to a lesser extent, automobile manufacture, the very
threat of strike action may have been all that was required to obtain

concessions from management. The bargaining power of a particular
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group of workers may be strengthened by the fact that production further
down the line is dependent on the completion of a particular task. This
point may be dempnstrated by reference to the automobile industry.

Table VI compiled by the staff of the Economist, offers some indication
of the bargaining strength of relatively small groups of workers in the
industry. With respect to technical éhange in the automobile industry
the Economist made the following assessment: '"The cumulative effects of
bloody-minded stoppages grows yearly as the industry - to its own tech-
nical benefit - becomes increasingly dependent on a relatively small
number of specialised plants."25 Simple technical solutions are not al-
ways open to management. For example, in the automobile manufacture
ihduitry the practice of stockpiling components does not provide a
viable solution due to the high costs involved, the constant change

in design and the limitation on storage space.
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SELECTED STOPPAGES IN THE BRITISH AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY,
JANUARY TO AUGUST 1965

Factory Strikers Mer%aid Lost Output
January 17 Morris, 19 6,000 for
‘Cowley 11 days
by BMC
February 24| British Road| 200 drivers| 1,000 by
Services BMC
April Pressed not known 6,400 off 8,750 cars -
Steel for 2% £4% million
weeks by
Rootes £2 million
May 28 Austin, 300 5,000 by
Longbridge BMC
June 15 Nuffield 16 Trans- 1,000 by
Bodies port BMC
Coventry drivers
August ICT Computer 2,000 by 4,000 cars
mainten- Rootes for
ance men 2 weeks
August Birmingham ~-80 die- 21,000 by 8 million
Aluminium casters BMC
Castings None:
August Halewood~--~ 300 5,000 by short time
Sidgwick & Delivery Ford was
Collings Drivers imminent
Source: The Economist, (London, September 4, 1965), p. 896.
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Patterns of Strike Causation

In Chapter One we proposed a general framework for the analysis
of strike action. We argued that strike action can best be understood
in terms of the structural relationship entered into between employers
and workers. We also noted that strike action may develop over the
question of the price to be paid for the use of the worker's labour-
power, or the conditions under\which the worker agrees to work. We
suggested that Marx's theory of alienation could prove helpful in under-
standing certain dimensions of strike activity. As an example of this
sort of approach we feferred to the work of André Gorz who argues‘tha;

\
many strikes represent a revolt against the alienated nature of work
performed for wages in qontemporary capitalism.

The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to exploring the
sort of demands that were raised by strikers over the general period
1914 to 1969. We may start by asking whether it is fruitful to make
any sort of distinction as to the nature of demands raised in the course
of industrial disputes. An obvious distinction that is usually made
concerns the differentiation of wage issues from non-wage issues. One
of the problems with such a distinction arises from the observation
that non-wage grievances may be channeled into wage demands. This point
is central to Gouldner's analyéis of the wildcat strike at the gypsum
processing operation. Gouldner observes how a wage demand became what

ey .. 26 .
he terms a "punitive retaliation." He quotes a worker who explained

L

il
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that the purpose of the wage demand was to '"hit the company where it

z7 Gouldner concludes that the factors of

hurt - in the pocketbook."
discipline and increased supervision were the real issues at stake in the
strike. He lists eight factors which tended to inhibit the articulation

of non-wage grievances. These factors may be summarized as follows:

(1) There were contractual restraints against opening labor con-
tracts for issues other than wages.

(2) Workers themselves held certain doubts about the legitimacy
of non-wage issues.

(3) Whilst non-wage grievances varied from one section of the
plant to another it was thought that a wage issue could unify workers
throughout the plant.

(4) It was thought that people outside the plant would be more
likely to understand and support a wage demand.

(5) A wage strike offered the possibility of eventually recover-
ing the losses incurred during the strike. This was considered important
to families and bill collectors.

(6) The new regional representative to the local union leader-
ship was unfamiliar with some of the non-wage grievances, although he
felt quite confident in raising the matter of wages.

(7) In this respect he was assisted by the national union office
which could provide documentation on such topics as company profits.

(8) Wage struggles were not viewed by the company as a threat to

managerial prerogatives.
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These factors considered by Gouldner might be pertinent to unof-
ficial strike action in general. A variety of factors appear to help
channel worker grievances into the form of wage demands. For the re-
mainder of this chapter we shall consider some of the available data on
the recorded reasons given by workers to account for their taking strike

action.
(a) Some comments on strike causation statistics.

Caution needs to be\exercised when looking at any statistics on
strike causation. Such figures are, however, available and can offer
some guidance in understanding the trend of strikes. The strike caus-
ation statistics considered in this chapter include, first of all the
"official" statistics, by which is meant those figures published by the
Ministry of Labour. Later in the chapter we consider the results of
questionnaire research conducted by the TUC between 1959 and 1960. This
is followed by a consideration of more recently published material on
one highly strike-prone industry, the British motor industry, where a
team of authors have compiled their own statistics.

Some preliminary comments are in order here to avoid any mis-
apprehensions concerning the validity of strike causation statistics.

A clear understanding of the nature of such statistics is necessary.
A poSsible argument against any serious consideration of strike causation
statistics might be based on the supposition that explicit causes of

strikes are somehow unimportant. It is sometimes argued that any strike
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"cause" is merely the precipitating factor that touched off the strike.
The classification used by the Ministry of Labour does not pro-
vide an explanation for why strikes take place. As William McCarthy
has observed:
In fact the list is wrongly named. It is not an objectively compiled
list of the principal causes of industrial unrest . . . .It is a
classification of strike statistics according to the main or

”pringipal" reasons most frequently cited by those involved at the
time .29

The statistics are compiled by officers of the Ministry of Labour and
derived from all available data. The most obvious sources of data at the
time of any strike are the speeches and writings of those involved. Dif-
ficulties may arise as to the correct category for a particular dispute
where two or more grievances are articulated. In such cases the of-
ficers decide which, in their opinion, is the principal concern. All
recorded strikes must ultimately be fitted into one of the seven classif-

ications.
(b) The official statistics.

Prior to 1914 strike causes were broken down in detail by the

Board of Trade in its publication, Reports on Strikes and Lockouts.30

In the 1913 Report, characteristic examples of a variety of issues fal-
ling under nine main headings were given. These headings were subsequently
adopted and are as follows: (1) wage increase questions, (2) wage

decrease questions, (3) other wage questions, (4) hours of labour,



84

(5) employment of particular classes of persons, (6) other working
arrangements, rules and discipline, (7) trade union principle, (8) sym-
pathetic action and, (9) miscellaneous. These nine causes of the
Ministry of Labour's classification have been employed for sufficiently
long a period to justify useful historical comparison. Knowles mékes
such an attempt for the period up to 1947. He suggests the nine cate-
gories may be simplified to fall under three major headings as follows:
(1) '"basic'" causes, covering all questions of wages and hours, (2) »ﬁfric-
tional" causes, covering the categories of "employment of certain classes
of persons" and '"other working arrangements, rules and discipline;"
(3) '"solidarity" causes accounting for strikes on trade union principle
and sympathetic strikes.31

On the basis of his revised classification Knowles shows how there
has been a decline in the relative importance of strikes on "basic"
questions, while there has been a corresponding increase in strikes on
"frictional" issues. Knowles takes the year 1926 as a watershed as is

demonstrated in Table VII.

Knowles puts forward two reasons to help explain the decline in
the significance of strikes occurring over issues of wages and hours in
the period 1911 to 1947. First, he notes how, towards the end of the
period, wage increases were more likely to be negotiated at the national
1eve1.32 Knowles argues that reliance on national bargaining may reduce
the likelihood of strike action. The attempt to negotiate national wage

rates gained greatest momentum during the 1930's in a period of acute
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TABLE VII

CAUSES OF STRIKES, 1911-1947

. —— — - e e
Basic Frictional Solidarity All
Number of strikes
(per year) _
1911-1925 617 (69%) 198(22%) 83(9%) 898 (100%)
1927-1947 543(54%) 395(39%) 66(7%) 1004 (100%)
Thousands of workers
directly involved
(per year)
1911-1925 618(76%) 114 (13%) 89(11%) '851(100%)
1927-1947 188(60%) 86(27%) 41(13%) 316 (100%)
Workers directly in-
volved per strike
(per year)
1911-1925 1050 580 1070 . 950
1927-1947 350 . 220 630 310

Source: K.G.J.C. Knowles, Strikes: A Study in Industrial Conflict
(New York: Philosophical Library, 1952), p. 234.
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unemployment. Once won, national wage negotiation was maintained as a
central tenet of formal trade unionism in Britain. But this insistence
on national bargaining has become increasingly irrelevant for many im-
portant sectors of industry. Chapter Five describes the operation of
the sort of localized informal patterns of bargaining that has become
increasingly important in the period 1940 to 1969. Strike action has,

therefore, continued to take place over issues of wages at the local

i

level. This development has been particularly pronounced in the period
since Knowles published his important work.
The second factor introduced by Knowles refers to the peculiar

circumstances that. prevailed under the wartime period between 1940 and

1945 in Britain, when wage strikes were not only branded as "unpatriotic" -
(or eveh interpreted as acts of '"sabotage'), but were also illegal and t
ran contrary to TUC war-time policy.33 The post-war period up to 1951
saw the continuation of somewhat similar conditions. Knowles suggests
that in these circumstances unrest over question of wages and hours may
tend to have appeared in disguise as other questions.

These factors provide no more than a partial explanation. The
emphasis on issues that are not connected with wages or hours can also
be Qiewed as a consequence of the severe dislocations caused by war-
time conditions. 1In World War I it was the threat that "dilution" posed
to the living standards of engineering workers that helped foster rank-
and-file militancy on issues of control. Workers were protecting their

immediate standards as well as acting defensively in anticipation against
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the consequences of '"dilution'" at the end of the war. A slump in war
production combined with the return of men from the armed services did
not offer too optimistic a future. In such circumstances, it is not
surprising that struggles on the shop floor did not solely take the
form of wage demands. Other factors that might help to explain the
absence of wage demands in wartime would include the reduction in the
presence of consumer goods in time of war-time, combined with the rel-
atively high earnings resulting from extensive overtime work. The
emphasis by strikers on issues other than wages can also be said to
represent an urge on the part of workers to challenge management on the
question of who controls production. Qualitative questions concerned
with the nature of human labour can be as important as the price that

is to be paid for the use of that labour power.

(c) Other reports
The TUC has collected and published some helpful data on the
reasons given for strike action. An undertaking to research strikes
was made at the 1959 meeting of Congress. The General Council of the

TUC undertook to report “on the broad problem of dispute, workshop

. 34 . .
representation and related matters." Questionnaires were subsequently

sent to unions. Information regarding the cause of both official and
unofficial strikes was requested for the years 1958 and 1959. The
report chiefly reviewed local disputes. The replies were broken down

in the report to Congress to read as follows:
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32 percent - Money. Two-thirds concerned wage rates and ome-~third
concerned bonus payments. These strikes included cases where
workers claimed higher amounts and cases where they resisted em-
ployers' attempts to impose reduction.

29 percent - Dismissals (20 percent being dismissals of stewards
or of members on disciplinary charges and 9 percent arising from
disputes over redundancy arrangements).

About 6 percent each - Recognition; non-unionism; breaking of
agreements or awards by employers; changes of work systems; and
demarcation or dilution.

Of the remainder (33 percent) about a half were caused by complaints
about conditions in which work was expected to be carried on - and
by complaints about supervisors.3

The majority of disputes were not’concerned with what were strictly
money issues. This conclusion was given further support by the unions'’
reports on the "underlyiﬁg causes' where these were perceived as Being
different from the "stated causes.'" The TUC report states that "when
account is taken of these underlying causes the proportion of strikes
due to disputes about money is evén less pronounced."36
A continuing decline in the proportion of strikes over purely
wage issues has marked the period since 1947. In a 1963 lecture omn
British strike trequ H. A. Turner drew attention to an increase in
the proportion of strikes about ''wage questions other than demands for
increases'” and especially "working arrangements, rules and discipline"
between 1940 and 1960 of from one-third of all stoppages to three-
quarters.37 Turner has subsequently elaborated on this observation
with reference to one particular industry. In collaboration with
Clack and Roberts, Turner has made full use of the several available

sources to collect information on strikes in the British motor vehicle
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industry. 1In considering the statistics for the causation of car firm
disputes between 1921 and 1964, Turner et al. develop a new method of
classification.. The purpose here is not to challenge the general valid-
ity of the official method of classification but rather to provide a
classification that is better suited to the particular circumstances of
the motor industry. The authors point out that the three major causes
of car strikes that emerge -~ namely, the industry's wage-structure,
redundancy in the industry, and trade union relations -- would be either
understated or almost concealed under the official classification. One
of the most significant observations made by Turner and his associates
for the period since 1945 is the sharp increase in the strike-liability
attributable to issues other than those major causes referred to above;

namely wage-structure, redundancy and trade union relations. They 80

on to point out that this increase has been most noticeable in the 1960's,

when the strike-liability on account of these secondary sources of
dispute has risen quite disproportionately - so that whereas before
1960 they accounted for 25 to 30 per cent of striker-days and stop-
pages, in more recent years they have contributed from 40 to 45 per
cent. In effect, the causation of car firm striker has also shown
a marked recent tendency to become more dispersed, and to involve
a wider network of grievances. . . 39

The authors proceed to explore this movement further and make the follow-

ing observations: (1) Disputes involving trade union relationships and

"straight'" wage demands appear to account for a steady annual number of

"man-days of idleness.'" (2) Disputes arising from redundancy have tended

to fluctuate according to economic conditions of relative full employment
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or recession. (3) Disputes about working hours or conditions of work
have increased sharply, but it should be noted that such disputes contri-
bute very 1itt1g to the total of '"working days 1§st." (4) The number of
strikes protesting the dismissal or suspension of individual workers has
also increased, having doubled or more than doubled in frequency. (5)

In addition such strikes have been increasing in duration. Such obser-
vations lead Turner et al. to conclude that: '"The most recent strike-
movement in other words, is treading very closely into the area of

n40 They also note that such a

traditional 'management functions'.
movement is in no way developing at the expense of the struggle over

wage-structure and related matters. On the contrary; such quarrels

have continued to increase.
(d) Conclusion: The urge to control

We have considered the importance of wage demands in relation to
other sorts of demands raised in disputes occurring over the general
period 1919 to 1969. The main interest has focused on the reasons
actually given for striking by the strikers involved. Reference to of-
ficial government statistics and other research suggested that strikes
appear to have increasingly been concerned with grievances that implicitly

or explicitly pertain to the question of control at the workplace.
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OFFICIAL, UNOFFICIAL AND OTHER STOPPAGES OF WORK DUE TO INDUSTRIAL
DISPUTES: Average annual figures for stoppages, 1964-1966(a)

Type of stoppage

Number of

Number of work—

Number of work-

stoppages ers involved(b) ing days lost

Official strikes 74 101,000 733,000
Partly-official 2 600 7,000

strikes(c)
Unofficial strikes 2,171 653,400 1,697,000
Others, e.g. lock-
outs or strikes by
unorganised workers, R
unclassified 25 2,700 15,000
All 2,272 757,800 2,452,000
Notes:

(a) The figures relate to stoppages beginning in the years covered

and the total number of working days lost due to them.

(b) Including workers thrown out of work at establishments where
stoppages occurred, although not themselves parties to the dispute.

(¢) I.e., a strike involving more than one union and recognised
as official by at least one but not all the unions concerned.

Source: Ministry of Labour Statistics, quoted in Report of Royal
Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations

(London:

HMSO, 1968), p. 97.
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TABLE IX

STRIKES IN ALL INDUSTRIES IN THE UNITED KINGDOM

1919-1969
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Number of stop-

Number of workers

Aggregate number

Year pages beginning directly and in- of working days
in year directly involved lost
000's 000's
1919 1,352 2,591 34,330
1920 1,607 1,932 28,858
1921 736 1,801 82,269
1922 576 552 19,850
1923 628 405 10,949
1924 710 613 8,361
1925 603 441 8,907
1926 322 1,154 146,298
1927 308 108 867
1928 302 124 1,390
1929 431 ©533 8,287
1930 422 307 4,453
1931 420 490 7,013
1932 389 379 6,435
1933 357 136 1,024
1934 471 134 1,061
1935 553 271 1,951
1936 818 316 2,008
1937 1,129 597 3,136
1938 875 274 1,332
1939 940 337 1,354
1940 922 299 941
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Number of stop- Number of workers Aggregate number

Year pages beginning directly and in- of working days

in year directly involved lost

000's 000's

1941 1,251 360 1,077
1942 1,303 456 1,530
1943 1,785 557 1,832
1944 2,194 821 3,696
1945 2,293 531 2,847
1946 2,205 526 2,182
1947 1,721 623 2,398
1948 1,759 424 1,935
1949 1,426 433 1,805
1950 1,339 302 1,375
1951 1,719 379 1,687 ‘
1952 1,714 415 1,769
1953 1,746 1,360 2,157
1954 1,989 448 2,441
1955 2,419 659 3,741
1956 2,648 507 2,036
1957 2,859 1,356 8,398
1958 2,629 523 3,416
1959 2,093 645 5,257
1960 2,832 814 3,001
1961 2,686 771 2,998
1962 2,449 4,420 5,757
1963 2,068 590 1,731
1964 2,524 872 2,011
1965 2,354 868 2,906
1966 1,937 530 2,372
1967 2,116 732 2,765
1968 2,378 2,256 4,672
1969 3,116 1,656 6,799

Source: The figure for the years 1919 to 1964 were taken from
" Militant Trade Unionism by V. L. Allen (London: Merlin

Press, 1966), pp. 106-107 and those for the remaining
years up to 1969 were taken from the Employment and
Productivity Gazette, May, 1970, p. 406.




94

FOOTNOTES
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11One exception was when the South Wales Miners' Federation
called an official strike which resulted in the Minister of Munitions,
Lloyd George, travelling to Cardiff to make concessions. See R. Page
Arnot, The Miners' Years of Struggle, pp. 164-170, cited by V. L. Allen
in Militant Trade Unionism (London: Merlin Press, 1966).

12Labour Monthly, February 1924, p. 91, quoted by Knowles, op.
cit., p. 32. '
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13The National Minority Movement had been launched in 1924 with

Tom Mann as its president and Harry Pollitt, a\leading member of the
Communist Party, as secretary. The Movement had earlier taken root in
the coalfields, a Miners' Minority Movement having been organised in
1923. The Minority Movement stood for the formation of factory commit-
tees, industrial unionism and workers' control of industry. See Allen
Hutt, British Trade Unionism: A Short History (London: Lawrence and
Wishart, 1952).

4Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmonds-
worth: Penguin Books, 1963), p. 217.
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16The speaker was a Mr. T. Eccles of the N.U.G. & M.U. The
proceedings of the debate are to be found in the TUC Report for 1948,
p. 338. Cited by Knowles, op. cit., p. 96.

17According to the provisional figures published by the Report
of the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Associations
(London: HMSO, 1968), p. 96.

81t was not until 1960 that the Ministry of Labour began to

keep records separating official from unofficial strikes. Even then,
they were not published, because, it was argued, they were considered
liable to be inaccurate. One source of error that found specific men-
tion was the possibility that a strike might be made official by a union
after it was recorded by the Ministry. Although it is not clear to what
extent such problems were overcome, the Ministry informed the Royal Com-
mission that the figures could be considered as "broadly accurate" and

a table showing the pattern for the years 1964-1966 appeared in the final

report. More recently the government White Paper In Place of Strife,

A Policy for Industrial Relations, Cmnd. 3888 (London: HMSO, January
1969) up-dated the figures to 1967. A table showing the statistics for
official, unofficial and other stoppages of work between 1964 and 1967
is provided in Table IX.

9The actual proportion of strikes which were official was pro-
bably considerably less than available statistics would appear to
suggest. Knowles consults the report of the Ministry of Labour for
1936 (Cmnd. 5431) and statements made by the Minister in the Commons.
Knowles reports as follows:

Mr. Ernest Brown stated on November 12th, 1936 (Hansard, vol.
317, col. 1026) that from January 1935 to September 1936 at
least 530 strikes out of 1,101 recorded disputes had been
unofficial. On July 1lst, 1937 (Hansard, vol. 325, col. 2167)
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he gave the figure, for 1936 alone, of at least 435 unofficial
strikes out of a total of 818. (These strikes involved 210,000
workers, out of some 316,000; and 900,000 days lost out of
1,829,000). In 1936 there were, in addition, 115 strikes about
which no information could be had on this point; and a further
89 were strikes of unorganised workers. Thus no more than 189
strikes - less than one-quarter - were known to be officially
supported.
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF WORKPLACE REPRESENTATION

IN BRITAIN: 1940-1969

The Growth of Workplace Representation

The term ''shop steward" is used throughout the present study to
refer to workplace representatives in general. The term is by far the
most common in British industry although other terms are employed in
certain unions or trades.1 Whatever their particular title, such work-
place representatives perform broadly similar functions. Central to
their work is the representative function which involves acting on behalf
of, and being directly accountable to, a group of employees working at a
certain location.

One of the earliest and most significant advances in shop steward
organisation took place in engineering during and immediately after the
World War I. The period saw the emergence of é shop stewards' movement
which gained considerable support in demanding the reorganisation of the
engineering industry on the lines of workers' control.2 But, by 1922,
the movement had all but disintegrated and the further development of
shop steward organisation was held back while organised labour fought
bitter defensive struggles. In addition to the hostility that could
be expected from employgrs, any attempts to further workshop organisation
faced the disinterest of most union leadership.

Writing in 1939, G.D.H. Cole, a veteran of the guild socialist
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movement that formed part of the movement for workers' control earlier
in the century, could detect certain significant stirrings of renewed
worker militancy:
The shop-stewards' movement was killed for the time being in Great
Britain by the post war depression and the scaling-down of the in-
dustries which had been expanded to meet war needs; but it will
come again whenever the workers are ready to take a real step for-
ward against the capitalist system.3
The Hawker strikes of 1935, the London Busmen's ''Coronation' strike of
1937 and struggles against company unionism in the mining industry, such
as those at Harworth in Nottinghamshire, gave some indications of the
renewed militancy amongst rank-and-file workers.

Although the pre~war unemployment figures for Britain remained
at around one million the re-armament boom of 1938-39 did open some new
possibilities for the re-emergence of militant trade unionism. Ken
Coates and Anthony Topham describe the developments:

Re-armament had created small islands of security in the general
economic wen, and the old agitators of the Communist Party . . .
began to work towards the recreation of an effective shop-
stewards' movement.4
The opening years of the war up to 1941 saw some modest achievements in
this direction. Shop stewards in the aircraft industry started to pub-

lish a monthly journal called the New Propeller which subsequently ex-

panded its scope and was re-named the Metalworker. It was in the

engineering and allied trades that the shop stewards were by far the

[
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best organised. 1In April 1940 a national conference of shop steward
from the industry was held in Birmingham.

After 1941 Communist Party militants re-directed their energies
towards actually promoting productivity. The German invasion of the
Soviet Union had led to an about turn in party position. The call went
up for the formation of Joint Production Committees in every enterprise.

The actual extent to which the Communist Party was able to dampen in-

dustrial conflict is debatable. Knowles examines the strike statistics K
for the metal, engineering and shipbuilding trades where Communist "
strength was greatest and reports that, if anything, the number of a
strikes may even have increased. But he adds that this does not pre- xm

L]
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clude the claim that the number of potential strikes may still have been o

L]
b

reduced, especially when the experience in other key war industries is g
i

. 6 . . ., i ‘r\.:l\
taken into account. The effect of the Joint Production Committees al- i

ways remained somewhat ambiguous. Whilst it is true that the committees
did serve to blunt and deflect well defined class demands that would have
seriously challenged management, it is also true that workplace repres-
entation was considerably extended during the war years. Trade union
membership also increased from 6,053,000 in 1939 (including 4,669,000
affiliated to the TUC) to 7,803,000 in 1945 (6,671,000 affiliated).7

The return of a Labour Govermment in 1945 tended to delay any
break with the policy of labour-management co-operation pursued by many
of the workplace committees during the war. The language that made

reference to "production drives'" remained. In 1947 the Communist Party
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was still calling for the revival of the old Joint Production Committees.8
Indeed in so far as the Communist Party was concerned it was the out-
break of the Cold War which, more than any other development, probably
forced some change in attitude.

Various estimates have been made of the totalvnumber of shop
stewards in British industry in the post-war period. In 1959 Clegg,

Killick and Adams estimated, on the basis of their own sample survey,

that there might be about 90,000 stewards, though they saw this as 'nmo

i}

better than a guess."9 The TUC Report of 1960 gave the much higher ;
figure of "at least 200,000 stewards' although it was stressed that 'no !
census has been taken."lo Marsh and Coker, writing in 1963, arrived ét %
a figure for the total number of stewards as being between 100,000 and ' %
fi
-

il
it

120,000 - a number which was also confirmed by H. A. Clegg.11 More
recently, in evidence to the Donovan Commission, the TUC exceeded its
1960 figure by estimating that the total number of shop stewards was in
the order of 250,000. 2

The exact number of shop stewards remains in doubt. One of the
problems in this regard is that éﬁy ﬁrécise census would have to require
the articulation of a set of fairly explicit criteria as to who is a
shop steward. Thus, it should be noted”that Marsh and Coker see their..
estimate of between 100,000 and 120,000 as "a reasonable bracket in
which to consider total numbers of formally appointed stewards' but go

on to add that "there may be many workers who act in a representative

capacity when required, but who have never asked for or received formal
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credentials as shop stewards.”13 One could reasonably expect to find
the least formalized type of representation in smaller establishments
or where shop stgward organisation is new in devéloping.

The lack of adequate data makes it very difficult to accurately
assess the changing scope of workplace representation. The Amalgamated
Engineering Union (A.E.U.) is one of the few unions to keep estimates
of the numbers of shop stewards and even then records only go back to
1947. Apart from a possible decline in some industries following the
run-down of war production immediately following the war all indications
suggest that the overall number of shop stewards in British industry has
been growing apace since 1940. W.E.J. McCarthy considers it quite pro-
bable that the number has been rising faster than union membership.14
He refers to the study by Marsh and Coker, who demonstrate how the total
number of stewards in the A.E.U. rose by 56 per cent between 1947 and
1961 while A.E.U. membership rose by only 39 per cent.1

The mid-1950's usually seem to have opened the way to the most
rapid expansion of shop steward organisation. In engineering the number
of shop stewards was increasing twice to three times as fast as member-
ship in the late fifties and early sixties.16 Shop steward organisation
quickly took root in the newer industries. Writing in the mid-fifties
B. C. Roberts reported that

in Civil Air Transport, the shop stewards of the fifteen unions which
have members at the London Airport have formed their own unofficial
organization for the purpose of promoting wage movements and have

made contact with stewards at other airports. Similar developments
have occurred elsewhere.l’
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In their study of the motor car industry, Turner, Clack and
Roberts note that the development of shop steward organisation was
particularly fast from the mid-1950's in that particular industry.
They estimate that by 1967 there were approximately 5,000 accredited

shop stewards in the automobile industry who represented some 200,000

. . 18
manual workers in the car firms.

After examining the rules of two unions, the‘Building and the
Electrical Trades Unions, B. C. Roberts describes four main sets of

tasks expected of a shop stewards by the union:

(1) He is concerned with recruitment to the union and stimul-
ation of union organization and membership. (2) He is responsible
for seeing that members pay their contributions regularly, and may
undertake the job of collecting and paying them over to the branch
secretary. (3) He is charged with the task of ensuring the carry-
ing out of existing agreements, working practices, customs and
habits within a shop. (4) He has the duty of representing the
members' interests, and of negotiating on their behalf, in any
matters of difficulty or dispute which may arise, with the foreman
or management in his shop.19

However, as W.E.J. McCarthy points out after a more recent survey of the

information on the subject: 'Union rule books are not always an accurate

. ] . . 20
reflection of the workplace situation as it affects shop stewards."

An example from the automobile industry serves to illustrate this point.
In most British car plants two types of ordinary stewards have emerged.
The first is the more widespread type of steward who represents only

members of one particular union. The second type of steward represents

members of two or more unions. This type of representation may be
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partly explained by the nature of the work process in automobile pro=
duction where very small sections of workers often work together. A
further explanation may also be sought in the peculiar history of trade
unionism in each firm. At Ford plants, for example, Turner, Clack and
Roberts report that this form of ''geographical' constituency is the
norm.21

Workshop representation usually implies much more than simply the
election of a shop steward. Michael Hardy Spicer describes the situation
as being one where '"the real seat of power on the shop floor does not
rest merely with each individual shop steward but with the joint shop
steward committees."22 The joint shop stewards' committee usually con-
sists of all the shop stewards from the different unions in one place of
work. The TUC Report of 1960 noted the extensive coverage of this in-
formal system: ''No census has been taken but instances of joint activ-
ities between stewards of different unions are, in some industries al-
most as widespread as workshop representation itself."23 The extent to
which joint shop stewards' committees have gained recognition from
management has varied considerably. During the World War I the National
Council of Shop Stewards campaigned for the recognition of shop stewards
in the munitions industry. Government intervention in negotiations bet-
ween the Engineering Employers' Federation and the engineering unions
led to collective agreements which granted some of the recognition sought,

and made provision for the optional establishment of works committees in

the engineering industry.
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In a brief but informative article, Shirley Lermer and John
Bescoby provide a helpful descriptive overview of the nature of shop
steward organisa;ion at the level of the industry and the individual
company in the British engineering industry.24 Lerner and Bescoby first
consider the industry-wide combine committee which comprises stewards
from the major companies in an industry group. They refer to the major
attempts to build combine committees in engineering. The first such
effort was the National Council of Shop Stewards which operated in the
munitions industries during World War I. The second was the Shop
Stewards' National Council which started just prior to 1939 in the
London aircraft industry and later broadened its base to include all
engineering workers on a national scale. The third and more recent
example is the Motor-Industry Combine Committee which included stewards
from the "Big Six”25 Motor companies and was notably active in the early
fifties up to the major strikes at the British Motor Corporation and
Ford in 1956 and 1957. An added feature of this kind of combine that
is not mentioned by Lerner and Bescoby is the attempt to build a
national centre encompassing representatives from all shop stewards
in the country,‘regardless of industry. The 1960 TUC Report makes
reference to two such attempts: firstly, '"the abortive conference in
December 1959 convened in the name of the Firth Brown stewards' and
secondly, 'the organisation which goes under the name of the Engineering
and Allies Trades Shop Stewards National Council."26

The second main kind of shop steward organisation considered by
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Lerner and Bescoby is the company-wide combine committee. Such committees
are composed of shop stewards who are employed in different works of the
same firm. For analytical purposes the authors choose to consider the
development of company combine committees in four stages.

The first stage, the formation of informal committees of corres=
pondence between joint shop stewards' committees in different works,
usually results from the need for further information about earnings,
conditions and the general bargaining situation in other factories.

Joint ad hoc meetings may take place.

These committees of correspondence quite often evolve into a
regular organisation which Lerner and Bescoby term the "formal unrecog-
nised committee."

The most prevalent type of Combine is the formal unrecognised commit-
tee which holds regular meetings, keeps minutes and has executive
officers; sometimes it may also have a written constitution. However,
it is not recognized either by management or the trade unions and this
absence of recognition not only places limitations on its functions
and objectives but also helps to fashion the way in which it pursues
its goals.

The third category considered by Lerner and Bescoby is distinguished
from the second, not by organisation, but rather by its behaviour.

The third type of company Combine comes into existence when a formal-
ly unrecognised Combine behaves like a union within a union, creating
problems between the rank-and-file union members and union officials.28

The distinction between the second and third category of company combine

committee is not particularly helpful. The authors only cite one example.
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""generalizing' such an exper-

This writer prefers to remain cautious of
ience into a certain type of combine committee. Furthermore one is never
quite clear where to draw the line between the two types of Combine Com-
mittees., Essentially, the authors base their distinction according to
whether or not the union and the combine committee appear to be in con-
flict over how matters are to be handled in a particular plant. This
relationship will, of course, vary according to circumstances. In a
strike situation any combine committee may well give the appearance\of
operating as a "union within a union."

In their fourth type of combine committee Lerner and Bescoby dis-
cuss the matter of management recognition. They cite instances in the

British engineering industry where management has recognised a particular

Combine in some consultative or other capacity.

The Meaning of Shop=-Floor Democracy

Union rules often neglect to mention some of the more important
matters dealing with workplace representation. This is demonstrated by
considering the related questions of how the shop steward is selected and

to whom he remains responsible. McCarthy reports that

Most stewards are elected by a '"show of hands" in the workplace.
But many rule books do not specifically prescribe for this, and
often simply state baldly that they '"shall be appointed.' Others
say nothing about how the election is to be conducted, or how often
it is to take place. Most rule books specify the body under whose
"jurisdiction" shop stewards operate, but it is sometimes unclear
who has the power to deprive them of their credentials and for what
reason.3
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The shop steward system provides an interesting application of the prin-
ciple of direct democracy at the place of work. The shop steward is
elected by his workmates in the shop or on the site.31 Sometimes the
vote will be a mere formality such as when the position is not opposed
and the steward is acclaimed to the position for a further period. At
other times the election may be contested. Roberts notes the occasional

occurrence of "fierce contests for the position of steward - in which bal-

2 I
lot votes may even be arranged.”3

H\‘;E\

It is sometimes argued that the steward's position is not partic-
il
i

ularly democratic since the chances are that the candidate will not have

‘ [

to actively compete against any rival contestants for the position. The il
i

HL |

argument deserves scrutiny. First of all, it is helpful to have some [
[l

accurate information as to the nature of shop steward elections. A sur- It

i
vey conducted for the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' "

Associations of over a thousand shop stewards from six major unions
revealed that
about two thirds of stewards either went through no form of election
or were the only candidate for the job. For the most part those who
gave up being a steward did so because they moved to another job;
hardly any were defeated in election.33
The absence of formalised contests for the office of shop steward is:
partly explained by the fact that relatively few members appear to want
the position. The same survey revealed that only eight per cent of

. . 34
ordinary members interviewed wanted to be shop stewards. But such
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surveys remain of limited value as they only gauge the attitude of work-

ers at a particular given time. Many workers may only seriously consider

themselves as potential candidates for the position of shop steward when
the present holder of the office is clearly shown to be inadequate.

Academic writers on industrial relations have generally tended to
be rather skeptical as to the existence of any real process of workplace
democracy.35 In part this might be interpreted as a correct assessment,
given the obvious limitations imposed by capitalist relations of pro-
duction. But the general skepticism more often stems from an over-
emphasis on liberal models of representative political democracy.. The
main argument that can be presented in favour of workshop democracy,
even as it presently operates, is that it appears to offer some sort of
alternative to some of the shortcomings of liberal political democracy.

To develop this argument it is necessary to make a brief excur-
sus to consider some of the different theories of democracy. In his

work Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, Joseph A, Schumpeter makes

an important distinction between what he calls '"the classical doctrine,"

representing the eighteenth-century philosophy of democracy,36 and a
revised theory which he offers as an interpretation of the realities
of the democratic process in most capitalist societies. He defines
the democratic method, as it really presents itself, as 'that instit=-
utional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which in-
dividuals acquire the power to decide by means of competitive struggle

for the people's vote."37
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Schumpeter proceeds to set forth a series of conditions which he
considers to be essential to the realization of his definition of demo-
cracy. Consideration of these conditions serves to deepen one's under=
standing of the limitations of liberal democracy. For example, under his
fourth set of conditions, which he considers under the heading "Democratic
Self-control,'" Schumpeter writes as follows:

The voters outside of parliament must respect the division of

labor between themselves and the politicians they elect. They must
not withdraw confidence too easily between elections and they must
refrain from instructing him about what he is to do - a principle
that has indeed been universally recognized by constitutions and
political theory ever since Edmund Burke's time.38
By contrast, the principle that a representative is accountable for so
long as he holds office, can be broadly said to operate at the level of
the informal shop meeting in British industry. It is not difficult to
argue that a far greater degree of democracy can be said to operate at the
level of the shop floor than in the realms of parliamentary politics.
Any formal exercise of the right to recall shop stewards is probably
quite rare in British industry. More important in practice is the
faét that stewards are accountable in the most direct day-to-day meaning
of the term. McCarthy and Parker recognise this when they note that
stewards are "open to daily influence and contact, working without ef-
fective sanctions.”39
The work group electing a shop steward varies in size but is

seldom so large as to seriously inhibit close and on-going communication

between the steward and the individual shop worker. B. C. Roberts

]

==
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estimates that in 1948 there was an average of one steward for every 37
members in the Amalgamated Society of Woodworkers.40 More recently
Turner and his associates have found that the ratio of stewards to mem-
bership in the car firms ranges from 1:35 in the N.U.V.B. and 1:40 in

the A.E.U. to 1:60 in the case of the T. and G.W.U.41

The results of

a national survey of workshop relations conducted by the Government
Social Survey for the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers'
Associations in 1966 showed that the average ordinary steward represented
about 60 members.42

A central feature of workplace democracy is the shop floor meeting,
which scarcely finds any mention in union rule books. The meeting may
take place in actual working time or during a regular break.43 The shop
floor meeting helps to ensure that the steward remains fully accountable
to the workers on the shop floor who, in the last instance, would usﬁally
maintain that they have the right to recall any particular representative.
The meeting itself is seen as the key decision making body.

The danger that thé workshop representative will become estranged
from those he or she represents is further reduced by the fact that the
shop steward is a lay representative who will usually continue working
on the shop floor. In a sample survey of shop stewards, the returns of
which tended to be weighted in favour of senior-stewards and white-collar
representatives, Clegg, Killick and Adams found that respondents spent an
average of six hours of working time per week on union business, while

further time was spent outside of working hours. Six per cent of the
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respondents spent over 30 hours of working time per week-on union business,
and only four per cent devoted all their working time to shop steward
duties.44

The means by which stewards are compensated for any loss in earn-
ings resulting from the performance of duties associated with the posi-
tion varies considerably. McCarthy reports that, with the exception of

the N.U.G.M.W., it is quite rare for shop stewards to receive money from
gt
i

Hijed
M

union funds other than the small commission usually received for collect-
, . 45 . . . .

ing union dues. In his study of the engineering industry, A. I. Marsh
found that the union national procedure agreement made no provision for

. . . . . . I
the compensation of stewards for working time lost in carrying out their "

HIN‘
duties.46 Although the Engineering Employers' Federation doas not appear .

o
anxious to encourage its members to formally recognise conveners or senior i

: IHr:
shop stewards it is nevertheless the experience that informal arrangements I

are often arranged to cover the shop stewardis expenses., In the auto-
mobile industry it has become customary for some companies to pay the
chief shop stewards or, conveners, as they are more generally kmown, the
factory average earnings, while they are engaged in negotiations. This
paymeﬁt is sometimes supplemented by shop collections in order to bring
an individual convener's earnings up to the average of the section of
workers with whom he is associated.47

The extent of workplace democracy inevitably varies from one shop

to another. Some academic observers such as Roberts have tended to

stress the formal aspects of the position of shop steward. He refers
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to the rules of certain unions which make specific provisions for inter-

ference in the process of shop-floor democracy.

Because of the danger of the wrong kind of persons thus becoming
stewards and misusing the position for their own purposes, and with
the lessons of the first world war in mind, many unions provide that
branch, distinct or national committees shall have the right to veto
the appointment of any shop steward if it is thought that he is an
unsuitable choice. In the Amalgamated Engineering Union, for
example, after a shop steward has been elected he must be approved
by the district committee before he may undertake any duties.48

But, in point of fact, as Roberts notes in the next sentence, this pro-
cedure is not particularly effective, for it provides 'only a limited

check on the quality of union shop stewards.'

Workplace Bargaining and Wage-Drift

The growth of workplace organisation under economic conditions
of labour scarcity produced new patterns of bargaining. One of the most
prominent features of wage movements in Britain since 1940 has become
known as ''wage-drift." The term describes that part of the rise in pay
that is arranged largely informally at the place of work rather than at
the national bargaining headquartefs. The precise measurement of wage~
drift is difficult, but there is little doubt that the gains have often
accounted for a substantial part of the worker's take-home pay. Unlike
the formally negotiated awards and collective agreement, these gains
have taken place free from any form of central union control. Apart

from the British case wage-drift has been conspicuous in those western
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countries with predominantly industry-wide settlements such as Scandinavia,
' ' . 49
the Netherlands and Australia.
Wage-drift needs to be understood in a dynamic sense. It may be

defined as the percentage increase in the earnings-gap from any one

given point of time to-another.50 The earnings-gap is therefore static
and represents the percentage by which earnings exceed wage rates at any

given point of time. Wage-drift may be distinguished from earnings-drift

]
. . . . . . i
by adjusting the earnings series so that overtime earnings are excluded.

il

[
it

Any attempt to measure wage-drift would require a comparison of 'the

actual movement of earnings with the rise that would have come about,

A . 5 l I3

at the actual level of activity, from the scheduled provisions alone." W
!

Some of the actual mechanisms of wage-drift in the British exper- -

y

ience are described by Phelps~-Brown in the following account: i
i

1
i

The employer may simply agree with an individual workman or a
group a higher rate than that scheduled; or where the scheduled
rate is sacrosanct he may still raise the effective rate by con-
triving overtime, loosening standards of grading and payment by
results, and providing various kinds of bonus and benefit. Ad-
vances for particular men or tasks may be claimed and conceded
at the place of work. An important instance of this is the neg-
otiation of piece~rates; but payment by results will in any case
generally yield higher pay per unit labour input as time goes on,
solely through gradual improvement in materials, equipment and
organisation which enable the job to be done more easily than
when it was first timed.J2

Various explanations for wage-drift have been advanced. Some of
the main arguments are critically appraised by H. A. Turner in an im-

portant article in the Manchester School.53
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One argument suggests that employers are more willing to make
concessions over and above the nationally agreed wage-rate when profits
are high. But Turner points to a Swedish study which found no connection
between 'excess profits" and wage-drift.54

Another popular argument points to the importance of conditions of
manpower surplus or scarcity. On this point there are conflicting re-
ports for different countries but at least one British study has found
no relationship between different degrees of wage-drift and varying
levels of labour surplus or scarcity}55

The seeds of a further argument are to be found in the quotation
by Phelps-Brown (cited earlier) where the point was made that rising pro=-
ductivity may have the effect of boosting piece-workers' earnings. The
problem with this argument is the fact that proportionately more women
industrial operatives than men work on piece-work but women's earnings
have increased little more than the agreed wage-rates.

In order to explain wage-drift Turner makes a distinction between
short and long~term wage-drift. The former refers to fluctuatioms in
the wage-drift from one year to another while the latter refers to the
tendency for wage-drift to increase over the long-term. In the case of
manufacturing industry Turner sees two sets of factors in operation:

There is a short-term wage-drift, due to pieceworkers' earnings
rising with productivity, but which is periodically offset by
standard wage-advances that bring timeworkers' earnings into

line. And there is a long-term wage-drift associated with the
upgrading of operatives entailed by technological progress.57

|

i
i
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In an earlier paper which dealt with the findings of a study of British
wage movements from 1938 to 1954 Turner showed how the wage-systems in
some industries provided opportunities for workers in a strong bargaining
o . 8 ,
position to win wage-agreements at the workplace.5 In his subsequent
paper Turner again acknowledges the importance of local bargaining in
affecting wage-drift. He notes that increased productivity need not
necessarily result in the resetting of piece-rates if operatives show
a willingness to assert their bargaining strength. Considerable lever-
age may be exerted by informal workplace groups in a whole variety of
ways. The actual boundaries defining negotiable issues may even be
extended in the course of such informal collective bargaining.
An important feature of wage-drift is its cumulative effect. As
a result of their studies in the engineering industry Lerner and Marquand
reported
that workshop bargaining over piece~rates tends to act as catalyst
in the engineering wage-drift. It appears that skilled male pay-
ment-by-result workers are in the strongest position in the work-
shop; the increases which they receive set in motion factory wage
claims for other workers.2?
Shop stewards have played an important role in negotiating new wage
structures. The same authors came to the conclusion that 'the greatest
part of the wage-drift . . . for male timeworkers in the 45 firms examined
» . . ll60
arose out of workshop bargaining between shop stewards and management.

Wage-drift affects the official trade union leadership who feel

obliged to respond to the initiative and challenge of successful workshop
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bargaining. One outcome may be higher official wage claims.61

Our general conclusion is that the bargaining relationship bet-
ween employers apd workers af the place of work hés proved very important
in affecting wage~-drift. It is now helpful to consider this phenomenon
of workplace bargaining in a broader historical context. Turner makes a
useful distinction between the present bargaiﬁing relationship between
employers and workers and their historical bargaining strength.62 This
distinction is helpful in answering some of the problems posed earlier
with reference to different national experiences. Demmark has exper-
ienced a high rate of wage-drift in spite of a high unemployment rate
because of the historical strength of trade unionism in that country.
New rates may tend to be negotiated at a disadvantage to labour but the
effects will usually take some time to be felt. The opposite conditions
have prevailed in the case of Western Germany where the organised labour
movement was smashed in the eariy thirties. Consequently, despite
relatively full employment, wage-drift in Western Germany was negligible
in the fifties while such other "full" employment economies as Britain

and Sweden experienced a significant degree of wage-drift.
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FOOTNOTES

1W.E.J. McCarthy provides some examples of alternative titles:

In printing they (shop stewards) are called '"fathers' or
"mothers' of the chapel; in the Draughtsmen's union
"corresponding members;' in the Iron and Steel and

Kindred Trades Association "Works representatives,' and

in the Clerical and Administration Workers' 'staff repres-
entatives."

See Role of Shop Stewards, Research Paper 1, Royal Commission on
Trade Unions and Employers' Associations (London: HMSO, 1966), p. 4.

2See Branko Pribiéevié, The Shop Stewards' Movement and Workers'
Control 1910-1922 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1959).

36.D.H. Cole, British Trade Unionism Today, (1939) (London:
Menthuen, 1945), p. 167-172, quoted by Ken Coates and Anthony Topham,
Industrial Democracy in Great Britain (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1968),
p. l48..

4Coates and Topham, op. cit., p. 139.

5’I'he conference was attended by 283 delegates from 93 factories.
The representatives came from various occupations which included ship-
building, ship repair, motors, radio, electrical equipment and arms
manufacture. Approximately 217,000 workers were said to be represented.
See Coates and Topham, op. cit., p. 157.

6K.G.J.C. Knowles, Strikes (Oxford: Blackwell, 1952), pp. 55-56.

7Henry Pelling, A History of British Trade Unionism (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1963), p. 218.

8See the Communist Party pamphlet Britain's Plan for Prosperity,
1947, pp. 110-112, reprinted in part by Coates and Topham, op. cit., pp.
194-196.

9H. A. Clegg, A. J. Killick and Rex Adams, Trade Union Officers
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1961), p. 153.
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writers in industrial relations who refer to the place of work as the
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61

This is difficult to document. One is never sure whether
union officials are pushed to take more militant stands on wages as a
result of wage-drift or whether national wage claims reflect an ass-
essment of what can be won given the union's bargaining strength. At
least one author has argued that a centrally negotiated increase in
rates merely follows and consolidates previous gains in earnings won at

the plant level. See F. W. Paish, "Inflation in the United Kingdom,
1948-57," Economica, May 1958,

2’I'urner, Manchester School, 1960, p. 112.
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CHAPTER SIX

- UNOFFICIAL STRIKES AND GOVERNMENT POLICY: 1940-1969

This chapter will be devoted to providing a description and anal-
yéis of the principle means by which informal trade unionism has been
challenged between 1940 and 1969. Two main features of this qhallenge
will be considered. The first is the attempt by successive governments
to introduce wage restraint. The second feature relates to legislative
attempts to curb unofficial strikes. It is argued that each of these
developments represents part of a more generalised attempt to weaken
informal trade unionism in contemporary Britain. Similar trends can be
detected in other Western-type economies, with such common features
emerging as the attempt by the state to engage the support of the of-
ficial trade union leadership to control the autonomous drive from

below.

Incomes Policy

Reference has sometimes been made to the term 'wage restraint"
while at other times the expression "incomes policy' has been adopted.
Nevertheless, governmments have rarely had much success in concealing
the fact that the latter term represents little more than a euphemism
for a policy whose primary purpose is to restrain wage increases. The
relative success of unofficial action since 1940 does not, by itself,
offer a sufficient explanation for the attempt to introduce wage res-

traint in post-war Britain. The wider explanation needs to be sought
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in the economic, social and political changes that have affected
British society since the Second World War. Since these changes have
been considered elsewhere2 it is not necessary tb elaborate in any
great detail. Only the most salient background factors need be men-
tioned in order for us to trace the main steps towards the attempted
implementation of wage restraint.

It should be noted at the outset that Britain was not the first
country to introduce some sort of incomes policy. A general movement
towards the introduction of some manner of state control of wage in-
creases developed in one way or another in most Western-type economies
during the post-war period. The pressure for such control proved espec-
ially hard for a country like Holland which was highly wvulnerable to
external economic forces. Britain, in turn, experienced similar dif-
ficulties and strove to implement similar sorts of policies.

Nicholas Davenport has noted that the commitment to high employ-
ment, made towards the end of the Second World War, implied some sort of
acceptance of the principle that has subsequently become known as ''wages
policy."3 For instance, the 1944 White Paper noted that if the govern-
ment was to maihtain a high and stable level of employment, it was
"essential that employers and workers should exercise moderation in
wages matters."4 The White Paper went on to state that '"The principle
of stability does mean that increases in the general level of wage rates
must be related to increased productivity due to increased efficiency
and effort."5

One indication of the dilemma facing post-war British capitalism
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that has gained widespread attention has been the relatively slow growth
rate of the economy compared to that of other western capitalist econ-

omies.

As the gross national product slowly rose, and with it domestic
demand, the proportion of the national product allocated to exports
declined. The resulting failure year after year to earn enough on
the current account led to chronic balance of payments crises,
which were of course aggravated by the rising level of domestic
costs and prices. Moreover the development of exports, of costs,
and of prices relative to those of Britain's major competitors in
world markets was even more adverse.®

Incomes policy in Britain cannot be understood solely as a response
to the slow rate of postéwar economic growth. Economic planning became
an increasingly dominant theme of the domestic policies of most Western
capitalist countries in the early 1960s. In Britain, the "stop-go"
policy of periodically checking production by means of restrictive mone-
tary and fiscal measures, in order to discourage imports, hold down
wages, and stimulate exports, was widely recognised as a totally inade-
quate solution. Nicholas Davenport, an ardent critic of much post-war
economic policy, has argued that the application of "stop-go'" policy
was partly responsible for the extra slow growth of the British economy
in the twelve years since 1951.
The theory behind the "stop'" - the sudden application of the deflat-
ionary brakes - is that it reduces imports and stimulates exports,
so that the balance of payments is restored to surplus. But cut-
ting down the home trade does not necessarily stimulate exports in
the least. What it does do of a certainty is to reduce output,

raise costs and worsen our competitive position abroad....And it
certainly does not stop the worker asking for higher wages.7
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It is interesting to note that over the course of a decade, the same
Conservative Government which had been elected to office in 1951 on a
fierce market ideology programme, changed to accepting economic planning
as the new theme of its domestic policy.8 The decisive steps towards an
incomes policy may now be traced.

When the idea of wage control was first mooted after the out-
break of the Second World War the TUC accepted compulsory arbitration,
rather than face direct wage intervention by the government. After the
war, appeals for wage restraint could be heard from the Minister of
Labour and the Prime Minister of the Labour administration. By the
second half of the year 1950 it became clear that wage restraint was
not being accepted. The TUC Congress of that year defeated a General
Council resolution for a wage freeze.

The 1950s saw no national co-ordinated attempt at governmental
control of wages. Some indication of future trends could, however, be
detected in the first report of the Cohen Council on Prices, Productiv=-
ity and Incomes, which advocated "moderation" in wage claims.9 According
to at least one commentator the reports issued by the Cohen Council bet-~
ween 1958 and 1961 really represented little more than attempts ''to
bring moral pressure to bear on the trade unions by public propaganda."10

The form that such propaganda takes has been described elsewhere by V. L.

Allen:

Each time there has been an economic crisis trade unions have been
singled out for special public and political attention, as if in

them lay the reasons for the country's economic malaise. On each
occasion it has been pointed out by one Minister or another, that
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trade unions exert an upward, inflationary pressure on prices

through excessive wage demands; that they exert a downward pres-

sure on productivity through restrictive practices; that they

have depressing effects upon total production through strikes,

overtime bans or ca'canny's.ll

In 1961 the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Selwyn Lloyd, ushered in

the Conservative Government's first '"pay pause.'" It provided the clear-
est signal for the introduction of national incomes policy. The govern-
ment sought to restrain wage increases in the public sector and appealed
to labour and management to do likewise in the private sector. The next

year the government issued an important White Paper entitled Incomes

Policy, The Next Step which proposed that increases in wages and salaries

be kept within a ''guiding light" of two and a half per cent. Such devel-
opments towards wage-restraint were accompanied by the establishment of
various councils. Mention has already been made of the Cohen Council.

A more ambitious project was the National Economic Development Council
(N.E.D.C.) which was supposed to have representatives from employers,
trade unionists and govermment. Like the Cohen Council it had no powers
of compulsion. Alongside the N.E.D.C. the government established the
National Incomes Commission (N.I.C.) which was supposed to inquire into
wage claims that were considered particularly important. The operating
principle was to keep increases in wages and salaries within the limits
set by the level of productivity increases. The attempts to establish

a national prices and incomes pplicy based upon a guide post approach
was continued into 1964. The so-called "Joint Declaration of Intent on

Productivity, Prices and Incomes'" was signed by government, management
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and the TUC. A National Board for Prices and Incomes was set up to
investigate and report on cases referred to it by the government.12

The policies so far described were not particularly successful
in controlling either wage or price increases. The TUC accepted the
idea of setting up a voluntary wage-vetting committee but its degree
of control remained minimal. For the employers' part the Confederation
of British Industry was not even able to establish a committee to check
on price increases let alone exert any influence over its member organ=-
isations.

The argument that the labour movement should resolutely oppose
all attempts to implement an incomes policy was slow in gaining notice-
able support. At first such a stance was widely dismissed as being
unnecessarily negative. It was further criticised for its supposed
failure to take into account the orientation that such an incomes policy
could take under a Labour administration. Davenport notes how "Frank
Cousins was able to say without contradiction at the Trades Union Con-
gress in September, 1963, that Labour would never agree to a wage

nld A Labour Govern=-

restraint policy under a Conservative Government.
ment was viewed in a different light. It is not possible to focus on
the different postures adopted in the face of the threat of an incomes
policy. Most of the arguments in defence of incomes policy, such as
those raised earlier by Allen, are open to challenge.

For trade unionism, the implications of any long-term acceptance

of incomes policy by organised labour would be far reaching. Andrew
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Shonfield notes the real significance of incomes policy in the following
passage:

...what a fully fledged '"incomes policy" really implies is the

equivalent of a new Social Contract: it presupposes a society in

which the different interest groups have marked out a sufficient

area of agreement about the present distribution of wealth to deny

themselves the right to try, in the future, to obtain certain ad-

vantages at each other's expense.l5
The weaknesses of a policy based on voluntary agreement were evident from
the outset. Even if trade unions and employers did agree to a certain
ceiling to wage increases, there was never any assurance that such a
policy could be implemented. The TUC has never been able to exert mugh
centralized authority over its constituent unions. Certain features of
the development of British industrial relations in the post-1940 period
present special problems for any policylof wage control. The growing
strength of informal trade unionism at the level of the plant or work=-
shop poses special difficulties which did not pass unnoticed by com-
mentators at the time of the signing of the "Statement of Intent" in
1964. 16

It was not until September 1965 that the government announced its

intention of introducing legislation to back its prices and incomes
policy. The interim period saw the operation of a voluntary "early
warning system,'" whereby the TUC was supposed to be notified of pay'
claims and settlements. Meanwhile the government had the right to

refer any case to the Prices and Incomes Board, and could demand a

temporary standstill while the Board reported. 1In July 1966 the volun-
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tary basis to wage restraint was formally abandoned by the anmouncement
of a twelve month stand-still on prices and incomes during which time,
according to the Central Office of Information, 'productivity would be
allowed to catch up with the excessive increases in incomes which had
been taking place.”17 A further Prices and Incomes Act in 1967 extended
Part II of the 1966 Act for a further twelve months.v This required the
continued notification of any changes in prices, incomes or terms and
conditions of employment. - 1968 saw a further extension of the Act to
run up to the end of 1969. Policy was laid down in the White Paper,

Productivity, Prices and Incomes Policy in 1968 and 1969 which stressed

the need for a "ceiling" on pay increases of three and a half per cent’
unless an agreement could be shown to increase productivity and efficiency.
The growing opposition to incomes policy has found expression in
the annual proceedings of the TUC. The 1968 conference passed a motion
urging the repeal of the Prices and Incomes Act by an overwhelming
majority. A motion in support of the TUC incomes vetting scheme only
just managed to gain acceptance.18 It was not until the following year
that the TUC conference finally voted against any form of incomes policy.
The conference voted against the advice of the General Council. With the
backing of the giant engineering and transport unions the September
meeting of Congress narrowly carried a motion demanding the total repeal
of the 1966 Prices and Incomes Act and called upon the General Council
to lead affiliated unions in opposition, organising "all forms of approp-

, . . . . , 19
riate action until we achieve this aim."
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The vote by Congress took place after it had become apparent that
the government was not attaching the same importance to incomes policy.
In June of 1969 an editorial in the Economist made the following claim:

The message that international financiers thought they had got this
year was that the Wilson Government was going to be weak about in-
comes policy, but at least it was going to compensate by passing
legislation to tackle what a spokesman for the Bank of International
Settlements has called the "tinge of anarchy" in Britain's industrial
relations.20

At the time of writing21 it is still premature to attempt any
final assessment of incomes policy in the British experience. Attempts
by government to secure the voluntary acceptance of wage restrainf by »
unions characterised the earlier period. The even&ual adoption of some
measure of compulsion was viewed as being in part a logical outcome of
the failure to secure labour's active co-operatiog, and in part, as one
further step towards the broader acceptance of the concept of what econ-
omists refer to as an "active manpower policy." Incomes policy has been
primarily analyzed as part of an attempt to shift the balance of economic
power away from organised labour. If the attempt has not been an un-
qualified success it has nonetheless served in the effort to try to
isolate tradé unionism as one of the causes of Britain's economic dif-
ficulties. Despite the theoretical weakness of such a claim it is an
argument that is frequently presented. It is also to be found in the
debates on anti-strike legislation. The remainder of the chapter looks

at government attempts to introduce legislation that restricts the right

to strike.
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Anti-Strike legislation

During both world wars, strikes were not only usually unofficial,
they were also, for the most part, totally illegal. The experience was
somewhat similar during both periods. The Munition of War Act of 1915
made arbitration compulsory for those engaged on munitions work, thus
effectively making strikes illégal in those industries. The following
year the act was extended to include other industries. It remained in
force until after the war. The Se;ond World War resulted in the intro-
duction of the rather similar Conditions of Employment and National
Arbitration Order (S.R.0.11305) in 1940, This order remained in force
until August 14, 1951.

A glance at the number of industrial disputes recorded for both
war periods shows that the legislation appeared to have little effect.
In fact, in the vast majority of cases, the state chose not to try to
enforce its ruling against strikers. It is questionable whether the
state could have made provisions for the hundreds of thousands who went
on strike at one time or another during the course of both wars.2
Allen estimates that approximately one and a half million workers
engaged in some form of strike action in the period between the intro-
ductiéﬁ of the Order in 1940 and January of 1944. Of these strikers
voniy 5,000 were prosecuted, and less than 2,000 were actually convicted.23

The evidence would therefore suggest that legislation proved
lérgely ineffective in curtailing strikes. In 1951 the wartime

National Arbitration Order came to an end. Proposals for the intro=-
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duction of anti-strike legislation do not appear to have featured high
on the agenda of either employers of govermment during the next few
years. There were, nevertheless, a number of court decisions which
affected therright to strike. One writer sums up the experience as
follows:
With increasing vigour the Courts have, since the war, been at~
tacking well-established trade union rights and particularly the
right to strike. 1In so doing they have re-written the law as it
had been universally understood and applied for a generation.24
We may now examine explicit legislative proposals to curb strikes.
Unofficial strikes have been the main subject of government concern.
The Prices and Incomes Act of 1966 laid its major emphasis on
the principle of voluntary agreement between all parties. Nevertheless,
provision was made to grant the government the necessary statutory
powers to enforce its rulings. The most controversial was Part IV
of the act which contained the provisions for a compulsory prices and
wages freeze. This was supposed to be for a temporary period. The
enforcement clause was intended to cover not only national wage claims
but also all local claims for improved pay or conditions of employment.
It stipulated that:
If any trade union or other person takes, or threatens to take, any
action, and in particular any action by way of taking part, or
persuading others to take part, in a strike, with a view to compel,
induce or influence any employer to implement an award or settle-
ment in respect of employment at a time when the implementation

of that award or settlement is forbidden under the foregoing pro=-
visions of this Part of this Act, he shall be liable-
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(a) on summary conviction to a fine not exceeding one hundred
pounds, and
(b) on conviction or indictment to a fine which, if the of-
fender is not a body corporate, shall not exceed five hundred
pounds.25
In 1965 the Labour Government set up the Royal Commission on
Trade Unions and Employers' Associations. In the course of three years
work much of the Commission's time was engaged in collecting evidence
on trade union legislation. The proposition that unofficial strikes
should be rendered illegal was examined. The writers of the Report
made a fairly sophisticated assessment of the implications of anti-
strike legislation. In arriving at its decision the writers were in-
fluenced by both foreign and home experience. The proposals that the
Report did make largely pertained to the challenge of wage-drift and
the concern over the lack of managerial control in workshop affairs.
In part the Report was concerned with why the wage freeze had failed.
One response to the publication of the Royal Commission was
predictable. The Report was attacked by various advocates of anti=-
strike legislation. Within a matter of months it seemed as though
concessions were to be grénted to such elements. In January of 1969

the Secretary for Employment and Productivity, Barbara Castle, pub-

lished a White Paper entitled In Place of Strife which made a series

of proposals for what was called "trade union reform."?® The White
Paper proposed 1egiélation which would have given the government the
power to order those involved in an unofficial strike to desist. for up

to 28 days, while an authorised procedure for settling disputes was to
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be used, or a court of inquiry looked into the matter. Two further
proposals deserve mention. The first would have given the minister for
Employment and Productivity the power to issue an order requiring a sec-
ret ballot before an official strike could be called. The second proposal
would have given the minister the power to make an order that employers
should, or should not, recognise particular unions after a courf of in-
quiry had been duly authorised by the recently established Commission on
Industrial Relations. It was argued that if such a proposal were to be
implemented it would help achieve a reduction in the number of inter-
union disputes.
The proposed legislation was abruptly abandoned in the middle of

1969 in the face of mounting trade union opposition. The extent of that
opposition surprised many commentators. For example, after the draft
proposals had been leaked to the press, David Wood of The Times saw
little possibility of anything more than token opposition from the left
wing of the parliamentary Labour Party. Wood maintained that

...whatever their leaders or backbenchers say, a majority of rank

and file trade unionists support anti-strike measures. The battle

is lost before the first early-day motion has been drafted.2’
The experience over the following few months proved otherwise.

The first significant mobilisation of workers in opposition to

the anti-strike proposals developed out of the call by the Scottish
miners for a one day strike on- February 27, 1969. Some support was

mobilised in England, particularly in the Northern industrial regions of
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Merseyside and Clydeside. One sympathetic report cites estimates of
50,000 strikers in dock and building employment on Merseyside and about
45,000 strikers .on Clydeside.28 A one day strike of greater significance
took place on May 1, 1969. The Economist reported that around 200,000
failed to show for work.29 In its editorial, the weekly newspaper ob-
served that the strike did represent 'the first real industrial action
for unashamedly political purposes since the general strike of 1926 -
and it was against a Labour government.”30 Although the General Council
of the TUC refused to endorse theystrike, support was not always of an
unofficial nature. Two unions, the Watermen, Lightermen and Tugmen's
union and the Stevedores and Dockers' union, officially backed the
strike. On Merseyside the strike had the support of the Liverpool
Trades Council. In London the local branch of the Society of Graphical
and Allied Trades endorsed strike action.

The General Council of the TUC agreed to call a special congress
in June of 1969. The first special congress of the TUC to take place in
fifty years restricted itself to casting votes against the government's
proposed industrial reforms, and endorsing what the TUC called its al-
ternative "Programme for Action." This amounted to a proposal whereby
the General Council would undertake to deal with unofficial strikes and
inter-union disputes on a voluntary basis. In the face of opposition in
both the trade union movement, and in his own party, the Prime Minister
finally abandoned the legislation and announced that, in its place, the

TUC General Council had made a ''solemn and binding' agreement to attempt
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to curb unofficial strikes. It was widely considered that the terms of
the actual agreement amounted to very little indeed. The real signifi-
cance of the agreement lay in the fact that the TUC General Council was,
for the first time, and at the public request of the government, seriously
considering intervention against unofficial strikes.

The 1969 proposals to curb unofficial strikes may be partly seen
as symbolic. The real significance of the White Paper proposals was
ideological. From the perspective of the government, it was important
to foster the belief that unofficial strikes were responsible for
Britain's economic difficulties. The actual details of the proposals
were seldom treated as being particularly important. The importance of
the proposals thus lay in the fact that, once adopted, the way would be
clear for more determined onslaughts against informal trade unionism in
the future. For this reason, and in spite of its own criticisms of the
proposals, the Economist supported the proposals contained in In Place
of Strife as the "thin end of an eventually sensible wedge."31 Even
though the proposals were not adopted, the govermment could justifiably
claim that, despite the vagueness of its announcements, the TUC General
Council had formally agreed to take on the job of intervening in the
event of unofficial strikes. Increasingly the pressure could be ex-
pected t§:fa11 op'such.étrikes. This was made clear in a speech given
.Byﬁfhe Pfim; Ministér in November, 1969. "In the field of industrial

relations,' Harold Wilson told the Lord Mayor's banquet,
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...we face great challenges in the months ahead. We face the pro-
blem of an assertion of the power of the factory floor, a problem
which is not a British monopoly, but which is growing throughout
Europe, and is rife today in damaging strikes in North America. A
problem to which, whatever its pattern of legislation about indust-
rial relations, no country has found the answer.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

CONCLUSION: AN APPRATISAL OF BRITISH INFORMAL TRADE
UNIONISM AT THE END OF THE PERIOD 1940-1969

The Limitations of Trade Unionism

All indications appear to suggest that trade unionism alone is
unable to transcend certain fairly narrow limitations imposed by capit=-
alist society. The British experience serves as a case in point. The
rise of a national trade union movement has not resulted in any fund-
amental re-distribution of the national income. E. H. Phelps-Brown
and E, P, Hart estimate that between 1870 and 1950 the share of hages
in the British national income was never less than 36.6 per cent and
never exceeded 42.6 per cent.1 Studies showing the movements of dif-
ferent types of pay reveal a remarkably static pattern over long
periods. - In a study pﬁblished by the National fnstitute of Economic
and Social Research, G. Routh shows the rigidity of the pattern of pay
differentials separating different occupational groups in Britain bet-
ween 1913 and 1960.2

Statistics such as these will, of course, tend to obscure the
short term gains that may be won.by particular groups of workers who
pursue militant collective action in a bargaining situation. However,
the overall situation would appear to have been that trade unionism has

had to fight to maintain that share of the national income that goes to

workers.
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It is, of course, quite impossible to estimate the share of the
national income that would have gone to wages if trade unionism had not
been an active fgrce. There has, however, been én almost universal
recognition by employees as to the need for some form of collective
action to protect their interests as sellers of labour power. The
concept of the "spontaneity' of labour movements isvone of the standard con-
cepts used by Marxists to describe this process. A classical present-
ation of the theory of the spontaneity of labour movements is to be
found in V. I. Lenin's work What Is To Be Qgggﬁ3 where Lenin distin-
guishes between the limited trade union consciousness which labour
movements develop sﬁontaneously and "social democratic consciousness"
which they do not. Trade union consciousness is viewed as a natural
and almost universal response to the worker's condition. It usually
involves a willingness to organise and take strike action. ''Social
democratic consciousness' is what contemporary writers would refer to
as socialist or revolutionary consciousness. At the time Lenin wrote
What Is To Be Done? Social-Democracy represented the dominant Marxist
tendency in Russia. According to Lenin, revolutionary consciousness
does not necessarily develop out of participation in the day-to-day
struggle of labour movements. Lenin argues as follows:

We said that there could not yet be Social-Democratic consciousness
among the workers. This consciousness could only be brought to
them from without. The history of all countries shows that the
working class, exclusively by its own effort, is able to develop
only trade-union consciousness, i.e., it may itself realise the
necessity for combining in unioms, to fight against the employers

and to strive to compel the government to pass necessary labour
legislation, etc.%
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Lenin appears to have based his theory to a large extent on a
critical reading of the Webbs' defence of the '"spontaneous'" British
trade union move_ment.5 The thesis of the spontaneity of working class
movements has rarely been seriously challenged. Sidney Peck makes the
interesting observation that there is even a marked similarity between
the thesis of working class ideology advanced by Selig Perlman and
other members of the Wisconsin School, and that advanced by Lenin.
Despite possible reservations over certain details of Lenin's analysis
we can agree with E. J. Hobsbawm7'that the importance of Lenin's dis-
tinction would appear to be fundamental. Hobsbawm suggests that the
distinction be elaborated and rephrased to read as follows:

The 'spontaneous' experience of the working class leads it to
develop two things: on the one hand a set of immediate demands
(e.g., for higher wages) and of institutions, modes of behaviour,
etc., designed to achieve them; on the other - but in a much vaguer
form and not invariably - a general discontent with the existing
system, a general aspiration after a more satisfactory one, and a
general outline (co-operative against competitive, socialist
against individualist) of alternative social arrangements.8
According to Hobsbawm such a reinterpretation is able to accommodate
such objections that might be raised with respect to certain details of
Lenin's theory. The concept of "spontaneity' as reformulated by
Hobsbawm does provide a helpful perspective from which to analyse informal
trade unionism in the recent British experience. This can be illustrated

by considering some of the problems facing workers who take unofficial

strike action.
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The Problems and Possibilities of Informal Trade Unionism

The study has examined selected aspects of the British industrial
relations experience in a period characterised by conditions of near
full employment. Informal aspects of that experience have been stressed
with particular reference to unofficial strike action. The central argu-
ment of the thesis has been that unofficial strike action can best be
understood as the operation of informal trade unionism. Two distinct
levels of trade unionism have been identified. The first involves the
national bargaining that occurs between established trade union organis-
ations and groups of employers usually organised into associatioﬁs.
Formal written agreements are the characteristic outcome of such negot-
iations. The second level of trade unionism has provided the main focus
of inquiry for the present study. In contrast to the process of formal
national bargaining, the study has drawn attention to the informal pat-
terns of trade unionism that actually operate at the level of the
individual firm, and frequently at the level of a particular department
or workshop.

The study would not be complete without some consideration of the
underlying problems facing informal trade unionism in the recent British
experience. We may distinguish between problems of an immediate nature
and those problems of a more fundamental kiﬁd which labour movements in
general must face. Immediate problems include those difficulties which

workers experience at the level of workplace trade unionism.
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One of the foremost problems facing informal trade unionism has
‘been the factor of isolation. Thus while a particular unofficial strike
may command total support from those workers directly involved, workers
indirectly affected who either work elsewhere in the same plant or who
are affected due to the fact that their work is dependent on supplies may
be somewhat cooler towards the strike. In the immediate sense, support
from other groups of workers may not always be that crucial. Most un=-
official strikes are of so short a duration that other workers learn
little of the dispute., But in the case of many disputes solidarity may
need to extend beyond the immediate work milieu. This has been most
obvious in situations where a dispute has proved to be more protracted
than anticipated.

The absence of solidarity on a wide level will, of course, serve
to lessen the effectiveness of any form of trade unionism be it official
or unofficial. The main point that needs to be made with respect to in-
formal trade unionism, however, is that the organisational apparatus
that could provide the framework for broadening support is often lacking.
In Chapter Five we reviewed certain attempts to build national or indust-
rial movements of shop stewards.

The fragmented nature of so many working class struggles in post-
1940 Britainvcan best be explained by looking at the historical develop-
ment of informal trade unionism. Ever since full employment became a
serious possibility after 1938 and a reality after 1940 the official

trade union movements in Britain demonstrated its unwillingness to
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adapt to the new possibilities that were opening up. Briefly, the pos-
siBilities entailed militant bargaining in circumstances of full employ-
ment with the aim of maximising gains on a local basis and then seeking
to spread the gain to the rest of the industry.9 Instead, trade union
leaderships have tended to defend national bargaining as a first priority.
While this may be inevitable in certain industries where one employer
controls the wages throughout the organisation (e.g. railways), it is

not necessary in those industries where decentralised bargaining had
assumed major importance (e.g. engineering).

Certain attempts to build a national movement of workers through
national conferences of shop stewards were discussed in Chapter Five.
Mention might also be made of other attempts that have been made over
the period 1940-1969. Certain attempts have demonstrated a commitment
to the principle of building a movement around the demand for workers'
control. One attempt took place towards the end of 1948 with the form-
ation of the short-lived London League for Workers' Control. A sub-
sequent attempt that was no more successful took place in January 1961
when delegates from five small left-wing groups, including the London
Anarchist Group and the Syndicalist Workers' Federation, attempted to
establish a new National Rank and File Movement.10 A more modest pro-
ject launched three years later provad more lasting. The first of an
annual series of conferences on the issue of workers' control took place
at Nottingham in April, 1964.ll

The basic similarity of these movements has been the conviction
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that trade unionism needs to fight not only for a better living, but
also for a better life. One of the strongest contemporary advocates of
a strategy for workers' control that challenges the very nature of the
production process under capitalism is André Gorz to whom we have already
made reference. According to Gorz:

Pure wage claims should be seen as deflections and mystification

of much deep claims - worse than that, as a dead end into which

the workers' movement has plunged. For they run in the same

direction as the employers want them to: they abandon to the

employers the power to organise the production process as they

please.12
We use the term 'workers' control" in the sense used by Pribiéevié and
defined in Chapter Three of this study. The political perspectives of
the participants varies. For example the term "workers' control" has
sometimes been identified with the rather vague demand for 'workers'
participation' which generally seems to imply the suggestion that certain
workers should be promoted to leading managerial positions in firms that
may be either privately or publicly owned. The fundamental question of
whether such reforms require the abolition of capitalism is not always
considered. Even where it is emphasized that such schemes pre-suppose
nationalization, the role of workshop organisations in managément is
often entirely ignored. The demand for workers' control has been inter-
preted by one commentator as 'an intermittent, unofficial, semi-utopian
slogan, current among stewards, Trades Council delegates, and branch
and district activists."13 Very rarely does one hear of any reference

, .. 1
to the idea in official trade union positions. 4
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Any assessment of the problems besetting informal trade unionism
needs to take careful account of the current policy of the state towards
trade union activity. The study has argued that over the period 1940 to
1969 British employers and the state have increasingly perceived unoffic-
ial strike action and shop-floor organisation to be an obstacle in any
attempt to shift the overall balance of bargaining power in favour of
employers. The desire to effect such a shift has grown with the con-
tinuing problems of post-World War II British capitalism. In Chapter
Six we investigated the campaign against shop-floor organisation and the
right to take unofficial action. We saw no reason to assume that the
overall aims of employers or subsequent governments would change in
this respect. It is quite possible that new tactics will be developed
in the future. Indeed, towards the end of 1969 there was every indic-
ation that the assault on unofficial activity might increasingly take
the form of a generalised attempt to make collective bargaining agree-
ments legally binding on both parties. If enacted, this would have the
effect of rendering those participating in unofficial action liable to
legal proceedings for civil damages, to be initiated by the employer.
This was essentially the position advanced in the Conservative Party
policy proposals for changes in trade union law at the 1966 election.

Court action could pose a considerable threat to the continued
existence of those trade unions which persisted in engaging in militant
action. But the structural simplicity of unofficial organisation could

often assure some of degree of continuity of both programme and associa-
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tion. An interesting historical reference is made by H. A. Turner in
his study of the early cotton unions. He argues that a structural sim=-
plicity characterized the early English cotton union. The informal
nature of organisation both reflected and facilitated the continuity of
association so important to early trade unionism. He describes the sort
of threats that early organising attempts had to face.
The formal disbanding of a society, even the seizure of its commit-
tee, funds and records, could of itself make only a temporary impact
on its members' organizational capacity. The essential workplace
units survived informally (as did the background resource of
'friendly' association), and could maintain their links with each
other; the re-erection of an open organization was an easy matter.16
Any thorough consideration of the consciousness of workers who
have continued to support unofficial strike action in Britain towards
the end of the period 1940 to 1969 would need to take into account many
further factors of an historical and sociological nature. Two themes
that eﬁerge out of the present study might prove helpful to such a
study. The first concerns the nature of the trade union experience for
most workers. The importance of localized informal bargaining has been
stressed throughout the study. One accompanying feature of this devel-
opment has been a strengthening of what may be described as "sectional"
rather than "class" consciousness. In part this consciousness repres-
ents a continuous re-assertion of the ''spontaneous' trade union con-

sciousness noted by Llenin. Elsewhere H. A. Turner has referred to

similar developments in the history of trade unionism as the assertion
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of "nmatural" trade unionism.17 The second theme concerns the possibility
that events may produce a situation conducive to the transcendence of
"sectional" consciousness. The events referred to arise out of attempts
by the state to shift the balance of bargaining power in the favour of
employers. In Chapter Six we referred to certain significant stirrings
of a political character that mobilized around opposition to legislation |

aimed at restricting unofficial strikes.

Some Concluding Remarks

The study has advanced certain propositions for the analysis of
unofficial strike action in the recent British experience. The writer
makes no claim to have offered a comprehensive analysis of every aspect
of unofficial action that may have characterised the British experience
between 1940 and 1969. Some of the areas of concern that have not been
afforded full consideration deserve mention. In certain areas some
research has already been conducted. Such research is often open to
reinterpretation. In other areas the field is wide open for research.

The study has generally relied on the sort of secondary sources
and periodicals that are readily available from any large library. Al-
though various reports of particular strikes were consulted during the
research, specific reference to individual disputes has generally been
avoided for the main reason that one is never sure whether any given
set of circumstances should be considered as typical. Any detailed

reference to particular disputes would also have had the effect of un-
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necessarily extending the manuscript. The purpose of the study was only
to provide a framework for the analysis of unofficial strike actionm.
The study has restricted itself to a consideration of certain
questions surrounding unofficial strike action. Other forms of unof-
ficial "job action'" would appear to be equally deserving of scrutiny.
However, the investigation of such phenomena would pose certain pro-
blems. The present study has been able to make use of various official
statistics, inadequate though they may be. Even less official inform-
ation is available on the subject of other types of job action. 1In
passing one might consider the hypothesis that the general analysis
presented in the preceeding pages could apply equally to such other

' Such forms

forms of job action as the 'go-slow'" or the "work-to-rule.’
of action could often be expected to preceed unofficial strike action.
Unofficial action has beenvdefiﬁed in fairly broad terms. Further
research might take into account the distinctions that can be made bet-
ween different forms of unofficial action. The definition of unofficial
action initially proposed in Chapter One and expanded further in
Chapter Three was mainly concerned with the relationship of the official
union hierarchy to unofficial action. Although the main features of in-
formal workplace representation were described in Chapter Five it has not
been possible to offer a thorough analysis of the relationship of in=-
formal organisation to unofficial action. This problem would appear to

be particularly deserving of future attention. One dimension to the

problem could be explored by considering the relationship of senior shop
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stewards to unofficial action. The functions performed by senior shop
stewards in the engineering industry, for instange, differ considerably
from those performed by more junior stewards who have far fewer adminis-
trative duties to fulfil and are closer to the rank-and-file. To some
degree the senior shop steward is actually integrated into the formal

' This procedure was

apparatus of national engineering ''procedure.’
virtually forced upon the engineering unions after the engineering lock-
out of 1922. It was formulated in the famous York Memorandum which made
formal provisions for dealing with disputes. As we noted in Chapter
Three, such procedural provisions are often ignored at the shop-floor
level. 1In one of his reports on industrial relations in the motor
industry A, J. Scamp noted how, in the first six months of 1966, out

of 142 known stoppages, 128 took place before the senior shop steward
had even had a chance to act at a11.18 More detailed research of in-
dustrial relations in the British motor vehicle industry indicates that
the relationship between unofficial action and informal and semi-formal
organisation might provide a particularly fruitful field of inquiry.

In their study of the industry, Turner and his associates note that

the relatively recent phenomenon of the "unofficial-unofficial"

strike "appears to be becoming the norm."19 The distinguishing feature
of this sort of dispute is that it is not approved by either the of-
ficial union leadership or the elected shop stewards. The same authors
note that the shop stewards often play a moderating influence and are

able to cool the desire to take strike action. On occasion the steward
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may be concerned over the timing of a stoppage, to assure maximum effect-
iveness. But it is also possible that the shop steward may tend to act as
a brake on militancy from below. This tendency has been most pronounced
in certain North American unions, such as the United Automobile Workers,
where the union recognised shop stewards have become effectively in-
tegrated into the trade union apparatus. This institutionalization

does not, however, deny the possibility for the emergence of alternmative
rank-and-file leaders who may unofficially perform representative func-

tions.
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