
INFORMAL TRADE UNIONISM: 

A STUDY OF UNOFFICIAL STRIKE ACTION AND 

WORKPIACE REPRESENTATION W I T H  SPECIAL 

REFERENCE TO THE BRITISH EXPERIENCE BETWEEN 

1940 AND 1969 

Chris  topher  V i c t o r  Huxley 

B. A .  (Hons. ) ,  U n i v e r s i t y  of York, 1966 

A THESIS SUBMITTED I N  PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE 

REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

i n  t h e  Department 

of 

P o l i t i c a l  Sc ience ,  Soc io logy  and Anthropology 

@ CHRISTOPHER VICTOR HUXLEY 1970 
SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 

August,  1970 



APPROVAL 

Name: Chr is topher  Victor  Huxley 

Degree: Master of A r t s  

T i t l e  of Thesis :  Informal Trade Unionism: A Study of Unof f i c i a l  S t r i k e  
Action and Workplace Representat ion wi th  Spec ia l  
Reference t o  t he  B r i t i s h  Experience between 1940 
and 1969. 

Examining Committee: 

(Mart i n  Rob i n )  
Senior  Supervisor  

- 
(G.B. 

' I 
(M. ~ebyi&tz) 

Externa l  Examiner 
A s s i s t a n t  Professor  

Department of Economics and Commerce 
Simon F rase r  Un ive r s i t y  

,c2 . 3- C., 1970 Date Approved: 'iihtp1u--" 
\ 



ABSTRACT 

The overwhelming ma jo r i t y  of a l l  s t r i k e s  t h a t  have taken p l ace  i n  

r ecen t  years  i n  Br i t a in  have been u n o f f i c i a l  i n  t he  sense t h a t  they  have 

not  been formally and pub l i c ly  endorsed by a  union execut ive .  Unof f i c i a l  

s t r i k e s  have come t o  occupy a  s p e c i a l  p l ace  on the  agenda of B r i t i s h  pol-  

i t i c a l  deba te .  This s tudy argues t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  i n  t h e  r e c e n t  

B r i t i s h  experience can bes t  be understood by r e fe rence  t o  a  genera l  

theory of s t r i k e  ac t ion  with p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  pa id  t o  the  s p e c i f i c  

p a t t e r n  of contemporary B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  The s tudy  o f f e r s  

a  genera l  pe r spec t ive  f o r  the  a n a l y s i s  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  c a p i t a l i s t  
1 ' s o c i e t y .  S t r i k e  a c t i o n  i s  seen a s  being i m p l i c i t  i n  t he  f r e e  market 

t r a n s a c t i o n  en tered  i n t o  by employers and workers.  The s tudy  c r i t i c a l l y  

reviews c e r t a i n  cu r r en t  s o c i o l o g i c a l  t h e o r i e s  of s t r i k e s  which l a y  em- 

phas is  on such f a c t o r s  a s  t he  importance of good communications, t h e  

na tu re  of the  i n d u s t r i a l  environment o r  the  inf luence  of technology on 

workplace r e l a t i o n s .  

Unoff ic ia l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i s  analysed a s  one technique of informal  

t r ade  unionism. The l a t t e r  term r e f e r s  t o  those u n o f f i c i a l  p a t t e r n s  

which wage and s a l a r y  ea rne r s  develop t o  pursue c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  d i r e c t -  

l y  a t  t h e i r  p lace  of work i n  o rde r  t o  p r o t e c t  and improve the cond i t i ons  

of t h e i r  working l i v e s .  The s tudy b r i e f l y  reviews e a r l i e r  movements i n  

the  h i s t o r y  of B r i t i s h  t r ade  unionism which d i s p l a y  s i m i l a r  cha rac t e r -  

i s t i c s .  The main emphasis of t he  t h e s i s  i s  on the  per iod  1940 t o  1969. 



' ko  d i s t i n c t  systems of i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  a r e  found t o  ope ra t e  i n  

B r i t a i n  dur ing  those yea r s .  One i s  t he  formal  system embodied i n  w r i t t e n  

agreements nego t i a t ed  a t  t he  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  between permanent and cont in-  

uous t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t i ons  and groups of employers u s u a l l y  organised  

i n t o  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  The o t h e r  i s  t h e  informal  system t h a t  i s  a c t u a l l y  

found t o  ope ra t e  a t  t he  p l ace  of work involv ing  l o c a l i z e d  barga in ing  b e t -  

ween managers and workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  The t h e s i s  i s  concerned wi th  

s e l e c t e d  a s p e c t s  of t h i s  informal  system. An app rec i a t i on  of t he  s i g n i f -  

icance of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  per iod  1940 t o  1969 is  gained 

by looking a t  t he  t rend  of s t r i k e s  over  a  longer  pe r iod .  The s tudy  iden- 

t i f i e s  prominent s t r i k e  t r ends  over t he  per iod  s i n c e  1911, t h e  f i r s t  y e a r  

i n  which government s t a t i s t i c s  on s t r i k e s  were publ i shed .  Workplace r e -  

p r e s e n t a t i o n  made cons iderab le  ga ins  a f t e r  1940 and came t o  occupy an 

important r o l e  i n  t h e  ope ra t i on  of informal  t r a d e  unionism. S i g n i f i c a n t  

f e a t u r e s  of workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  such a s  t he  meaning of workplace 

democracy a r e  d i s cus sed .  

One of t he  reasons f o r  focuss ing  on t h e  per iod  s i n c e  1940 i s  

because t h a t  year  marked t h e  beginning of a  v i r t u a l l y  cont inuous pe r iod  

of f u l l  employment. The s tudy examines t he  cond i t i ons  which gave r i s e  

t o  t he  development of l o c a l  informal  ba rga in ing .  Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

o f f e r  one of t h e  more i n t e r e s t i n g  a s p e c t s  of informal  t r a d e  unionism. 

They have a l s o  begun t o  preoccupy enployers  and success ive  government 

admin i s t r a t i ons .  The study t r a c e s  t he  background f a c t o r s  t h a t  h e l p  t o  

exp la in  t h i s  concern. Government a t t empt s  t o  implement incomes p o l i c y  



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 genera l  change i n  t h e  

economic environment i n  which B r i t i s h  t r a d e  unionism operated.  Before 

1940, wi th  t h e  except ion of t h e  per iod  around the  F i r s t  World War, unem- 

ployment was regarded a s  p e r f e c t l y  normal. The period s i n c e  1940 saw a 

marked change. One of t h e  prominent c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of economic l i f e  

t h a t  s o  c l e a r l y  d i s t i ngu i shes  t h e  post-1940 e r a  from e a r l i e r  per iods  has 

been t h e  dec lared  committment of post-war B r i t i s h  governments t o  a 

po l icy  of maintaining a c e r t a i n  l e v e l  of so-cal led " f u l l  employment." 

The need t o  maintain the  wartime experience of f u l l  employment 

gained inc reas ing  recogni t ion  a s  t he  Second World War drew t o  a c lo se .  

William H. Beveridge published h i s  r e p o r t ,  e n t i t l e d  F u l l  Employment -- i n  a 

Free Socie ty  i n  1944 a s  a sequel  t o  h i s  e a r l i e r  o f f i c i a l  wartime research  

on s o c i a l  insurance. '  Another r e p o r t  t o  appear a t  about t h e  same time 

was a volume prepared by members of t he  Oxford I n s t i t u t e  of S t a t i s t i c s  

under t he  t i t l e  The Economics of F u l l  Employment. The same year  a l s o  - 

saw t h e  appearance of a White Paper on employment pol icy  which proposed 

t h a t  post-war governments commit themselves t o  t he  maintenance of a 

"high and s t a b l e  l e v e l  of employment. 113 

For t h e  purposes of h i s  r e p o r t  Beveridge def ined  " f u l l  employment" 

a s  a s i t u a t i o n  where t h e r e  would always be "more vacant  jobs than  



unemployed men, no t  s l i g h t l y  fewer jobs." Furthermore " f u l l  employment" 

would mean t h a t  t he  jobs "are  a t  f a i r  wages, of such a k ind ,  and s o  

loca t ed  t h a t  t he  unemployed men can reasonably be  expected t o  t ake  them; 

i t  means, by consequence, t h a t  t he  normal l a g  between l o s i n g  one job and 

f i n d i n g  another  w i l l  be  very ~ h o r t . " ~  The concept of f u l l  employment 

advanced by Beveridge has never been r e a l i s e d  a t  the  same time i n  a l l  

reg ions  of ~ r i t a i n . ~  During t h e  post-war per iod  some s e c t o r s  of t h e  

economy have d e f i n i t e l y  experienced a labour  shor tage .  But t he  same 

period has witnessed the  p e r s i s t e n c e  of s t r u c t u r a l  unemployment i n  c e r t a i n  

a r eas .  The o f f i c i a l  handbook publ ished by t h e  Gent ra l  Of f i ce  of Informa- 

t i o n  o u t l i n e s  t h e  o v e r a l l  p i c t u r e  a s  fol lows:  

The genera l  unemployment r a t e  i n  B r i t a i n  a s  a whole i n  t he  l a s t  20 
yea r s  has  been among t h e  lowest i n  t h e  world--usually between 1 and 
2 per  cent--but has  been somewhat h ighe r  s i n c e  1966. It has been 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  low i n  the  south-east  and Midlands of England, and con- 
s i s t e n t l y  h igher  i n  those p a r t s  of t he  country which have t h e  
g r e a t e s t  dependence on sh ipbu i ld ing ,  coal-mining, and c e r t a i n  
branches of t h e  heavy engineering and meta l  manufacturing indus- 
t r i e s ,  notably p a r t s  of Scotland and Wales, and north-east  England 
and Merseyside. 6 

The e x t e n t  of r eg iona l  v a r i a t i o n  has been cons iderable .  I n  J u l y  1968 

the  gene ra l  unemployment r a t e  i n  Great B r i t a i n  was 2.2 per  cen t .  The 

r a t e  f o r  nor thern  England was 4 .4  per  c e n t ;  Wales had a r a t e  of 3.6 pe r  

cent  and Scotland had a r a t e  of 3 . 7  pe r  cent .  Thus unemployment has  by 

no means disappeared.  But i t  i s  f a i r  t o  say  t h a t  over t h e  years  covered 

by t h i s  s tudy ,  unemployment has  no t  been gene ra l ly  perceived a s  t h e  

c e n t r a l  s o c i a l  problem a s  was the  case  i n  the  pre-war period.  

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of condi t ions  of near  f u l l  employment f o r  t h e  



3 

opera t ion  of t r a d e  unionism has been widely acknowledged. E r i c  Wigham, 

f o r  i n s t ance ,  argues t h a t  ever  s i n c e  1945 t r a d e  unions were " s t rugg l ing  

unhappily wi th  problems a r i s i n g  out  of f u l l  employment."7 According t o  

Wigham, one such r ecu r r ing  problem was t h e  h igh  incidence of u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e s .  

Unof f i c i a l  S t r i k e s :  Why the  I n t e r e s t ?  

The i n t e r e s t  i n  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  i n  t he  recent  B r i t i s h  exper- 

ience  i s  not  e n t i r e l y  o r i g i n a l .  Around the  mid - f i f t i e s  u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e s  became a f a v o u r i t e  pre-occupation of t he  mass media. More recent -  

l y  we may t r a c e  the  concern over u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  expressed by leading  

spokesmen of i ndus t ry  and government. A few examples w i l l  h e l p  t o  

provide some in t roduc t ion  t o  t he  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  contex t  i n  which 

u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  have occurred i n  t he  more r ecen t  per iod .  

The term " u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e 1 '  w i l l  be  used i n  t he  fol lowing pages 

t o  r e f e r  t o  - a c o l l e c t i v e  stoppage -- of work undertaken -- t o  b r i n g  p re s su re  - on 

employers --- t h a t  i s  not  formally and pub l i c ly  endorsed b~ -- a union execut ive .  

Although i t  is  impossible t o  a s s e s s  wi th  any exac t i t ude ,  a l l  i n d i c a t i o n s  

appear t o  suggest  t h a t  t he  major i ty  of s t r i k e s  i n  B r i t a i n  have always 

been u n o f f i c i a l .  Figures  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  t he  more r e c e n t  per iod .  The 

Royal Commission -- on Trade Unions and Employers' Associat ions r epo r t ed  i n  

1968 t h a t  Minis try of Labour f i g u r e s  f o r  t he  period 1964-1966 show t h a t  

over 95 per  cen t  of a l l  recorded s t r i k e s  i n  B r i t a i n  were u n o f f i c i a l  by 

the  above d e f i n i t i o n .  There i s  no reason t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t he  per iod  

1964-1966 was except iona l  i n  any way. Furthermore, t he  percentage quoted 
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probably underest imates  t he  a c t u a l  percentage of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  s i n c e  

many s t r i k e s  of s h o r t  du ra t ion  which a l s o  happen t o  be  u n o f f i c i a l  prob- 

ab ly  escape the  n e t  of government s t a t i s t i c s .  

The B r i t i s h  Trades Union Congress (TUC) has  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  tended 

t o  be r a t h e r  defens ive  over t he  ques t ion  of s t r i k e s .  For example, i n  

summing up the  developments of the  previous yea r ,  t he  TUC General Counci l ' s  

Report f o r  1960 expressed some concern over the  news coverage accorded 

t o  s t r i k e s .  

The year  1959 was given a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  bad r epu ta t ion .  A gene ra l  
impression was c rea ted  by the  P res s  mainly, b u t  a l s o  by r a d i o  and 
t e l e v i s i o n  t h a t  i t  was a  year  of s t r i k e s  on a n  unprecedented sca l e .9  

During 1959 the  General Council had conducted a  review of s t r i k e s  t h a t  

took p l ace  i n  1958 and 1959. U n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  were a  c e n t r a l  i n t e r e s t .  

The General Council acknowledged t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  d id  o f t e n  pose 

a  problem f o r  t he  o f f i c i a l  t r ade  union l eade r sh ip .  The Council  summed 

up a s  fol lows : 

I n  about h a l f  t h e  cases  repor ted  t o  t he  General Council  where 
s t r i k e s  began without  o f f i c i a l  s a n c t i o n ,  t h e  unions pa id  d i spu te  
b e n e f i t .  

The o t h e r  h a l f  were l e s s  spontaneous and included in s t ances  
where s t r i k e  a c t i o n  was taken o r  prolonged cont ra ry  t o  genera l  
po l i cy  and s p e c i f i c  advice.  10 

The General Council  made a  proposal  f o r  dea l ing  w i t h  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e r s  

of t h e  second s o r t .  Unions were urged t o  take  some form of d i s c i p l i n a r y  

a c t i o n  aga ins t  members who s t r u c k .  The s a n c t i o n  of expulsion was spec i -  

f i c a l l y  mentioned. 

Despi te  t he  apparent  concern over u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  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 

I I 
sixties. In 1964 the TUC and the British ~mployers' 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. l2 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 on 

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. 1115 

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 ~mployers' 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 
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u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  were given cons iderable  p u b l i c i t y .  The advo- 

c a t e s  of c e r t a i n  proposals  made no p re t ense  a t  conceal ing t h e i r  c l a s s  

b i a s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  Economist volunteered the  fol lowing sugges t ion :  

"Another weapon aga ins t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  i s  t h a t ,  q u i t e  b l u n t l y ,  

blacklegging must become re spec t ab le  again.  1116 

While t he  Royal Commission proceeded t o  c o l l e c t  evidence, members 

of t he  government continued t o  s t r e s s  t h e  harmful e f f e c t s  of u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e s .  For i n s t ance ,  e a r l y  i n  September of 1965 Prime Min i s t e r  Harold 

Wilson c a l l e d  a much pub l i c i s ed  meeting of l eade r s  of bo th  s i d e s  of t h e  

automobile i ndus t ry  t o  d i scuss  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  l7 The d iscuss ions  

between both s i d e s  of t he  automobile i ndus t ry  l e d  t o  t he  dec i s ion  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  a mobile fac t - f ind ing  committee which could i n v e s t i g a t e  any 

p a r t i c u l a r  s t r i k e .  The committee, which came t o  be r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  t he  

J o i n t  Labour Counci l ,  was given a u t h o r i t y  t o  v i s i t  any p l ace  of employ- 

ment, i f  necessary before  t he  outbreak of a s t r i k e .  One of t he  under- 

l y ing  assumptions behind the  proposal  was t h e  not ion  t h a t  the  committee 

could i t s e l f  a v e r t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  by uncovering p a r t i c u l a r  a r e a s  of 

information o r  by he lp ing  management, unions o r  workers t o  b e t t e r  under- 

s tand  one another  . l8 Meanwhile, t he  campaign aga ins t  u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e r s  was given f u r t h e r  support  on September 19 ,  1965, when t h e  Prime 

Min i s t e r  pub l i c ly  r e f e r r e d  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e r s  a s  "wreckers" who 

threa tened  the  i n d u s t r i a l  well-being of t he  e n t i r e  economy. 
19 

The f i n a l  Report of t he  Royal Commission on Trade Unions and 

Employers' Assoc ia t ion  appeared i n  1968 a f t e r  t h r e e  yea r s  of de l ibe ra -  

t i ons .  To the  s u r p r i s e  of many commentators and t o  t he  acute  
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d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  of t he  P r e s s , t h e  Commission, under t he  chairmanship of 

Lord Donovan, f a i l e d  t o  recommend e x p l i c i t  a n t i - s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n .  It 

d i d ,  however, make s e v e r a l  proposals  r e l a t i n g  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough the  Report made the  recommendation t o  change t h e  

law s o  a s  t o  deny i n  l e g a l  terms what t he  p re sen t  t h e s i s  a t tempts  t o  

argue s o c i o l o g i c a l l y .  The Report recommended t h a t  t he  d e f i n i t i o n  of 

t r a d e  unions should be  a l t e r e d  t o  exclude "temporary combinations ,120 

of workers and t h a t  only r e g i s t e r e d  t r a d e  unions should come under t h e  

scope of laws which p r o t e c t  combination, i nc lud ing  the  immunity of 

s t r i k e r s  from s u i t s  f o r  damages brought by employers. The p re sen t  

t h e s i s  a t tempts  t o  show t h a t  s o c i o l o g i c a l l y  "temporary combinations" of 

workers can and do f u l f i l  t he  func t ion  of t r a d e  unionism. 

The t i t l e  t o  t h e  s tudy o f f e r s  some i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  c e n t r a l  

argument t o  be developed. The u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  movement t h a t  has  

cha rac t e r i s ed  the  post-1940 period is  descr ibed  a s  t he  opera t ion  of in-  

formal t r a d e  unionism. The l a t t e r  term is  used t o  d e p i c t  those p a t t e r n s  

b which wage and s a l a r y  ea rne r s  a c t u a l l y  pursue c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  d i r -  Alp-- - 

e c t l y  a t  t h e i r  p l ace  of work i n  order  t o  p r o t e c t  and improve t h e  condi- _ - - - - - -  - -- 

t i o n s  of t h e i r  working l i v e s .  The term "informal" i s  used i n  t h e  sense  --- 

employed by t h e  Royal Commission Report t o  r e f e r  t o  - t he  predominance - of 

unwri t ten  understanding and of custom and p r a c t i c e  - i n  workplace 

bargaining.  
21 

A Framework f o r  t he  Analysis of S t r i k e  Action 

I n  t h i s  chapter  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  approach is  proposed f o r  t he  a n a l y s i s  



of s t r i k e  ac t ion .  The term " s t r i k e  ac t ion"  a s  used i n  t he  fol lowing 

pages r e f e r s  t o  any c o l l e c t i v e  stoppage of work t h a t  i s  undertaken - t o  

b r ing  p re s su re  -- on the  buyers - of labour  power.22 The term labour power 

i s  understood i n  t he  sense  employed by Karl  Marx t o  mean capac i ty  f o r  

l a b  our. 2 3 

The a n a l y s i s  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  w i l l  be  extended i n  t he  course of 

t he  main body of the  t h e s i s  which pays p a r t i c u l a r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e s  i n  t he  B r i t i s h  experience between 1940 and 1969. It i s  argued 

t h a t  t h e  seemingly i n t r a c t a b l e  na tu re  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n ,  whether o f f i c i a l  

o r  u n o f f i c i a l ,  can b e s t  be explained i n  terms of t he  s t r u c t u r a l  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  between employees (o r  more s imply,  workers) and employers. The 

more important  f e a t u r e s  of t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i l l  be  b r i e f l y  summarized. 

9 w o r k e r s  ----- i s  meant a l l  those who depend on the  s a l e  of t h e i r  ----- 

labour  power a s  the  major source f o r  t h e i r  l i ve l ihood .  This d e f i n i t i o n  ---- -- 

may be  appl ied  t o  a l l  employees, r ega rd l e s s  of whether they r ece ive  a  

wage o r  a  s a l a r y ;  whether they a r e  unsk i l l ed  o r  s k i l l e d  o r  whether they 

perform product ive  o r  non-productive labour .  Regardless of what any 

i n d i v i d u a l  worker f e e l s  h i s  o r  h e r  c l a s s  p o s i t i o n  t o  be ,  a l l  workers ,  s o  

def ined ,  occupy a  s i m i l a r  c l a s s  p o s i t i o n ,  a s  members of t h e  working c l a s s .  

For i n s t a n c e ,  David Lockwood has  poin ted  t o  t h e  two most s a l i e n t  charac- 

t e r i s t i c s  de f in ing  the  c l a s s  p o s i t i o n  of c l e r k s .  

In t h e  case  of t he  c l e r k  the  common c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  i n  terms of which 
he  may be s a i d  t o  sha re  t he  same c l a s s  p o s i t i o n  a s  t h e  manual wage 
ea rne r  a r e  two-fold. F i r s t ,  t h a t  he is  divorced from the  ownership 
and c o n t r o l  of the means of product ion.  Secondly, a s  a  consequence, 
he i s  obl iged t o  s e l l  h i s  labour-power i n  order  t o  make a  l i ve l ihood .  
He i s ,  l i k e  the  manual worker,  p r o p e r t y l e s s ,  con t r ac tua l  labour ;  i n  
Marxian terminology, ' p r o l e t a r i a n '  .24 
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The above a n a l y s i s  i s  not  intended t o  deny t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  

may tend t o  s e p a r a t e  d i f f e r e n t  groups of workers. D i f f e r e n t  workers do 

occupy very d i f f e r e n t  market s i t u a t i o n s .  Incomes, condi t ions  of work and 

the  e x t e n t  of job s e c u r i t y  vary considerably.  But t he  e s s e n t i a l  s imi l a r -  

i t y ,  i n  s t r u c t u r a l  terms, is s t i l l  present .  Workers s e l l  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  

t o  perform human labour i n  an e s s e n t i a l l y  competi t ive labour  market. 

a employers i s  meant those involved i n  t he  purchase of labour  --- -- - 

power r ega rd l e s s  - of whether t h i s  t a sk  i s  c a r r i e d  on owners of c a p i t a l  ---- - - 

o r  t h e i r  func t iona r i e s .  Generally speaking employers a r e  found t o  occupy -- 
an advantageous p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  workers. This  market 

s u p e r i o r i t y  was noted by c l a s s i c a l  B r i t i s h  p o l i t i c a l  economists who s tud ied  

the  emergence of i n d u s t r i a l  cap i t a l i sm.  I n  The Economic - and Phi losophic  

Manuscripts -- of 1844 Marx draws heav i ly  upon t h e  words of Adam Smith i n  des- 

c r i b i n g  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between owners of c a p i t a l  and workers.  

Wages a r e  determined through the  a n t a g o n i s t i c  s t r u g g l e  between capi-  
t a l i s t  and worker. Victory goes n e c e s s a r i l y  t o  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t .  The 
c a p i t a l i s t  can l i v e  longer  wi thout  t he  worker than can t h e  worker 
without  t he  c a p i t a l i s t .  Combination among t h e  c a p i t a l i s t s  is  cus- 
tomary and e f f e c t i v e ;  workers '  combination i s  prohib i ted  and p a i n f u l  
i n  i t s  consequences f o r  them. Besides,  t h e  landowner and the  c a p i t a l -  
i s t  can augment t h e i r  revenues wi th  t h e  f r u i t s  of i ndus t ry ;  t h e  worker 
has n e i t h e r  ground r e n t  nor i n t e r e s t  on c a p i t a l  t o  supplement h i s  in -  
d u s t r i a l  income. Hence the  i n t e n s i t y  of t h e  competi t ion among t h e  
workers. 25 

It is  t r u e  t h a t  c e r t a i n  f a c t o r s  may have gone some way towards r ed re s s ing  

the  imbalance of market fo rces .  The growth of t r a d e  unionism s i g n i f i e s  

an obvious example of such an advance. But t h e  primary economic de t e r -  

minants of t he  market t r a n s a c t i o n  between employers and workers remains 

e s s e n t i a l l y  unchanged. The same b a s i c  determinants  a r e  descr ibed  by 

V. L. Al len  i n  a  contemporary work: 



The primary determinants  s t i p u l a t e  t h a t  employees a r e  engaged i n  a 
market t r a n s a c t i o n  wi th  employers over t h e  p r i c e  of labour  power 
and the  condi t ions  of i t s  s a l e .  This p r i c e  covers wages o r  s a l a r i e s  
and any f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s  which have a bear ing  on determining t h e  out- 
come of t he  s a l e .  Because employees i n  t h e  main have t o  s e l l  t h e i r  
labour  power i n  order  t o  s u b s i s t ,  t he  p r i c e  t o  them i s  an e s s e n t i a l  -- - 
subs i s t ence  mat te r  t o  be  preserved a t  a l l  c o s t  and pushed up i f  
poss ib l e .  Employers, on the  o the r  hand, regard the  p r i c e  of labour  
power as  a c o s t  mat te r  which, because i t  i s  a determinant  of 
p r o f i t s ,  must a s  f a r  a s  p o s s i b l e  be  kep t  down. Because of t h e s e  two 
c o n f l i c t i n g  pressures  t h e r e  can never be  a permanent agreement over 
t he  pr ice .26  

The s t r i k e  i s  one aspec t  of t he  market t r a n s a c t i o n  governing t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between employer o r  employers and workers.  There i s  always 

the  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  t he  t r a n s a c t i o n  w i l l  no t  be  completed. The occur- 

rence of a s t r i k e  does no t  s i g n i f y  any breakdown i n  the  market process .  

I t  i s  t h e  very opera t ion  of t h a t  process .  This  p o i n t  has  been made by 

Robert Dubin: "It is  common i n  the  p r e s s  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  a s t r i k e  a s  a 

breakdown i n  c o l l e c t i v e  bargaining.  However, on c l o s e r  a n a l y s i s  i t  w i l l  

be  found t o  be a cont inua t ion  of c o l l e c t i v e  Fac tors  

o the r  than economic ones w i l l  a f f e c t  t he  outcome of t h e  market t r ans -  

a c t i o n  between employers and workers.  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  primary 

economic determinants  i t  i s  necessary t o  consider  such secondary de t e r -  

minants a s  t he  s u b j e c t i v e  wi l l i ngness  on the  p a r t  of workers t o  pursue 

c e r t a i n  ob jec t ives .  Workers and unions a r e  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  cons tan t  

e f f e c t s  of s o c i a l i z a t i o n .  

From the  above a n a l y s i s  i t  i s  ev ident  t h a t  workers s tand  t o  bene- 

f i t  by organizing c o l l e c t i v e l y .  This f a c t  appears  t o  have been widely 

recognised. Trade unionism 

s o c i e t y  where a f r e e  labour  

has  emerged i n  one form o r  another  i n  every 
\ 

market has  been found t o  opera te .  The 



phenomenon of t r a d e  unionism appears t o  have transcended a l l  manner of 

b a r r i e r s  such a s  s ex ,  c u l t u r e  and occupation. The c l a s s i c  d e f i n i t i o n  

of t r a d e  unionism i s  gene ra l ly  considered t o  b e  t h a t  of Sidney and 

E e a t r i c e  Webb who defined i t  i n  1894 i n  t h e i r  His tory  of Trade Unionism -- 

a s  - t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  - a c t  &wage-earners - of p r o t e c t i n g  - and improving t h e  - 
condi t ions  -- of t h e i r  working l i v e s .  28 The Webbs r e f e r r e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  

t o  wage-earners b u t  t h e r e  i s  no reason f o r  no t  analyzing c o l l e c t i v e  

a c t i o n  by s a l a r i e d  non-manual workers a s  t r a d e  unionism. 

H i s t o r i c a l l y  t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t ion  a s  i t  i s  now known has n o t  

always been necessary i n  order  f o r  workers t o  take  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  The 

p re sen t  s tudy no te s  how most s t r i k e r s  i n  t h e  r ecen t  B r i t i s h  experience 

have been members of t r a d e  unions,  a l though t h e  s t r i k e s  themselves need 

not  be  a  product of formal o rgan i sa t ion .  

Co l l ec t ive  bargaining has tended t o  focus f i r s t  and foremost on 

wages wi th  ques t ions  pe r t a in ing  t o  hours  and condi t ions  of work tending  

t o  t ake  second p lace .  The amount of t h e  pay packet has tended t o  remain 

paramount i n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  t r a d e  union nego t i a t i ons .  Nevertheless  

t h e r e  is no necessary reason why t h i s  should always be  t h e  case.  It 

should b e  noted t h a t  t he  Webbs' d e f i n i t i o n  of t r a d e  unionism need n o t  

exclude the  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  even t h e  primary focus of c o l l e c t i v e  bar-  

gaining could focus on non-wage i s s u e s .  

It i s ,  of course,  t r u e  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  most union-management 

agreements have genera l ly  acknowledged the  employer's " r i g h t  t o  manage." 

For i n s t ance  the  agreement between t h e  Engineering Employers' Federa t ion  

and t h e  Trade Unions covering procedure f o r  Manual Workers begins w i t h  
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the  fol lowing s tatement:  "The Employers have t h e  r i g h t  t o  manage t h e i r  

es tabl ishment  and the  Trade Unions have the  r i g h t  t o  e x e r c i s e  t h e i r  

func t ions .  lt2' However, i n  t he  B r i t i s h  s t r i k e  experience t h e r e  a r e  i nd i -  

ca t ions  t h a t  i s s u e s  t h a t  do not  d i r e c t l y  p e r t a i n  t o  wage ques t ions  have 

f ea tu red  a s  an inc reas ing ly  important f a c t o r .  These t r ends  a r e  explored 

more thoroughly i n  Chapter Four. 

Workers' demands t h a t  r e l a t e  t o  e i t h e r  t h e  p r i c e  t o  b e  pa id  f o r  

t h e  use  of t h e i r  labour-power o r  the  condi t ions  under which i t  i s  t o  b e  

used may be  analysed i n  terms of t h e  Marxist  theory of a l i e n a t i o n .  

Although the re  have been numerous d e s c r i p t i v e  s t u d i e s  of workers a t  work 

the  problem of a l i e n a t i o n  a t  the  po in t  of product ion can sca rce ly  be  

s a i d  t o  have preoccupied i n d u s t r i a l  soc io log i s t s . 30  This  neg lec t  con- 

t i nues  t o  s tand  i n  sharp c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  widespread i n t e r e s t  i n  applying 

var ious  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e  concept of a l i e n a t i o n  i n  such f i e l d s  a s  

l i t e r a t u r e ,  s o c i a l  psychology and philosophy. Here, a s  i n  sociology 

a l l  s o r t s  of p sycho log i s t i c  misunderstandings have had t h e  e f f e c t  of 

removing most of t he  meaning from t h e  o r i g i n a l  Marxian concept. 31 A 

b r i e f  review of t h e  major hypotheses t h a t  make up Marx's theory of 

a l i e n a t i o n  i s  the re fo re  i n  order .  

Marx provides t he  elements f o r  an a n a l y s i s  of a l i e n a t e d  labour  i n  

a  b r i e f  s e c t i o n  of - The Economic - and Phi losophic Manuscripts -- of 1844 t h a t  

i s  both incomplete and without  t i t l e .  He begins by r e c a p i t u l a t i n g  t h e  

main p r i n c i p l e s  of c l a s s i c a l  English p o l i t i c a l  economy wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  

an a n a l y s i s  of wages, p r o f i t  and ren.t. I n  ~ a r x ' s  view the  f a i l u r e  of 

p o l i t i c a l  economy l i e s  i n  i t s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  expla in  the  most b a s i c  



economic phenomena. " P o l i t i c a l  economy s t a r t s  w i th  the  f a c t  of p r i v a t e  

proper ty ,  b u t  i t  does not  exp la in  i t  t o  us .  1'32 The g r e a t e r  p a r t  of 

Marx's subsequent i n t e l l e c t u a l  output  can be  seen  a s  an at tempt  t o  

c o r r e c t  t h i s  def ic iency .  I n  t he  1844 Manuscripts Marx takes  up, among 

o the r  t h i n g s ,  t he  ques t ion  of t he  na tu re  of work i n  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y .  

The experience of work i s  explained i n  terms of t he  theory of a l i e n a t i o n .  

The key t o  understanding the  a l i e n a t i o n  -- of t h e  labourer  o r ,  more general-  

l y ,  t h e  estrangement - of labour  i s  t o  be  found a t  t he  p o i n t  of product ion.  

On t h i s  po in t  Marx's c r i t i c i s m  of t he  p o l i t i c a l  economy of h i s  day 

remains a s  v a l i d  a s  ever  when appl ied  t o  t he  modern d i s c i p l i n e s  of 

economics o r  i n d u s t r i a l  sociology.  " P o l i t i c a l  economy conceals  t h e  

estrangement i nhe ren t  -- i n  the  na tu re  of l abo r  by not  considering - t h e  

d i r e c t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  worker ( l abo r )  and production."33 The 

l a t t e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  is  examined i n  terms of c a p i t a l i s t  r e l a t i o n s  of 

product ion.  Marx f i rmly  r e j e c t s  any at tempt  t o  exp la in  s o c i a l  phenomena 

i n  terms of what he c a l l s  some " f i c t i t i o u s  pr imordia l  condi t ion .  1134 

Rather t he  a n a l y s i s  must s t a r t  "from an economic f a c t  -- of t h e  p r e s e n t .  1135 

Marx proceeds t o  i d e n t i f y  t h r e e  major a spec t s  of a l i e n a t i o n ,  each 

of which stems d i r e c t l y  from the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of t he  worker t o  product ion.  

The f i r s t  aspec t  concerns t he  worker 's r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  products  of 

h i s  labour .  

The product of\ l abor  i s  l abo r  which has been embodied i n  an o b j e c t ,  
which has become ma te r i a l :  i t  i s  t h e  o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  of labor .  . . . 
The a l i e n a t i o n  of the  worker i n  h i s  product means no t  only t h a t  h i s  
l abo r  becomes an o b j e c t ,  an e x t e r n a l  ex i s t ence ,  b u t  t h a t  i t  e x i s t s  
ou t s ide  him, independently,  a s  something a l i e n  t o  him, and t h a t  i t  
becomes a  power on i t s  own confront ing  him.36 



The second aspec t  of a l i e n a t i o n  r e f e r s  t o  t he  a l i e n a t i o n  of t h e  

worker from h i s  work. Here Marx examines t h e  work process .  

F i r s t ,  t he  f a c t  t h a t  labour  is  e x t e r n a l  t o  t h e  worker, i . e . ,  i t  does 
not  belong t o  h i s  e s s e n t i a l  be ing;  t h a t  i n  h i s  work, t he re fo re ,  he 
does not  a f f i r m  himself bu t  denies  h imse l f ,  does no t  f e e l  conten t  
bu t  unhappy, does not  develop f r e e l y  h i s  phys i ca l  and mental energy 
b u t  m o r t i f i e s  h i s  body and r u i n s  h i s  mind. The worker t h e r e f o r e  
only f e e l s  himself ou t s ide  h i s  work, and i n  h i s  work f e e l s  o u t s i d e  
h imsel f .  He i s  a t  home when he is  not  working, and when he  i s  
working he i s  not  a t  home. H i s  labour  i s  t h e r e f o r e  no t  vo lun ta ry ,  
b u t  coerced; i t  i s  forced labour .  It i s  t h e r e f o r e  no t  t h e  s a t i s -  
f a c t i o n  of a  need; i t  i s  merely a  means t o  s a t i s f y  needs e x t e r n a l  
t o  i t . 3 7  

Marx desc r ibes  t he  t h i r d  a spec t  of a l i e n a t i o n  a s  t h e  process  where- 

by "estranged l abo r  es t ranges  the  spec i e s  from man. It changes f o r  him 

the  l i f e  of t he  spec i e s  i n t o  a  means of i n d i v i d u a l  l i f e .  --- "38 This  a spec t  

of a l i e n a t e d  labour  can b e s t  be  understood by recognising t h e  fundamental 

d i s t i n c t i o n  between human and non-humans. Marx fol lows Hegel by recog- 

n i s i n g  t h e  uniqueness of humans i n  s o  much a s  they engage i n  "conscious 

l i f e  which involves m a t e r i a l  product ion of a  u n i v e r s a l  

na tu re ,  t ranscending a l l  manner of immediate phys i ca l  needs. Under con- 

d i t i o n s  of wage labour ,  work ceases  t o  be a  means of se l f -express ion ,  

o r  of "conscious l i f e  a c t i v i t y . "  Rather i t  becomes a  means t o  a t t a i n  a 

c e r t a i n  goal .  The goa l  i s  t o  g e t  money t o  s a t i s f y  b a s i c  human needs. 

S t r i k e  a c t i o n  c o n s t i t u t e s  one a spec t  of t h e  barga in ing  process  

t h a t  genera l ly  fol lows the  p rdsen ta t ion  of a  s e t  of demands. The p r e c i s e  

circumstances which inf luence  the  n a t u r e  of workers '  demands vary.  For 

i n s t ance ,  t he  s t a t e  of t r a d e  union a c t i v i t y  w i l l  u sua l ly  prove important .  
\ 

This po in t  i s  made by ~ n d r ;  Gorz when he  analyzes wage demands i n  terms 



of the  theory of a l i e n a t i o n .  

Wage demands a r e  more o f t e n  mot iva ted  by a r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e  
workers'  c o n d i t i o n  i t s e l f  t h a n  by a r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e  rate of 
economic e x p l o i t a t i o n  of l a b o r  power. These demands t r a n s l a t e  t h e  
d e s i r e  t o  be  p a i d  a s  much a s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  t h e  t ime b e i n g  l o s t ,  t h e  
l i f e  being was ted ,  t h e  l i b e r t y  b e i n g  a l i e n a t e d  i n  working i n  such  
cond i t ions ;  t o  b e  p a i d  a s  much a s  p o s s i b l e  n o t  because  t h e  workers  
value  wages (money and a i l  i t  can buy) above e v e r y t h i n g  else, b u t  
because, a t  t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a g e  of un ion  a c t i v i t y ,  o n l y  t h e  p r i c e  of 
l abor  power may b e  d i s p u t e d  w i t h  management, b u t  n o t  c o n t r o l  o v e r  
t h e  cond i t ions  and n a t u r e  of work.40 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between employers and workers  h a s  been viewed 

from two p e r s p e c t i v e s .  F i r s t ,  we examined t h e  primary economic d e t e r -  

minant of t h e  market t r a n s a c t i o n  t h a t  o c c u r s  over  t h e  p r i c e  of l a b o u r  

power and the  c o n d i t i o n s  of i t s  s a l e .  C o n f l i c t  may a r i s e  over  t h e  p r i c e  

t o  be paid o r  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of s a l e ,  o r ,  a s  most o f t e n  happens ,  b o t h .  

This c o n f l i c t  i s  sometimes viewed a s  a  c o n f l i c t  over  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  

the  proceeds of t h e  economic e n t e r p r i s e .  Second, we looked a t  t h e  n a t u r e  

of the  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  t h e  worker e n t e r s ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of t h e  

arrangements made w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  t h e  s a l e  of h i s  

labour power. Here we cons idered  Marx's t h e o r y  o f  a l i e n a t i o n  which 

o f f e r s  an account of why work performed f o r  a wage o r  a s a l a r y  under  a 

c e r t a i n  s p e c i f i c  form of s o c i a l  and economic o r g a n i s a t i o n  t e n d s  t o  b e  

d profoundly u n s a t i s f y i n g .  C o n f l i c t  may a l s o  show i t s e l  i n  t h e  form of a 

r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  of t h e  worker ' s  l i f e  a t  t h e  p l a c e  of work. 

The Questions t o  be  Answered 

The main q u e s t i o n s  which we s h a l l  d i s c u s s  i n  t h e  t h e s i s  may now 

be ou t l ined .  It i s  convenient  t o  summarise matters i n  t h e  o r d e r  t h a t  
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they a r e  taken up i n  t he  s tudy.  We s h a l l  p r imar i ly  be  concerned w i t h  

the  B r i t i s h  experience,  p a r t l y  because t r a d e  unionism i n  t h a t  country 

had both b e t t e r  oppor tun i t i e s  and a  longer  per iod  i n  which t o  develop, 

than any o the r  i n d u s t r i a l i s e d  country and p a r t l y  because u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e  a c t i o n  has  become such a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a spec t  of t h e  i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  p a t t e r n  i n  t h a t  country during t h e  per iod  under review. 

Any s tudy  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  needs t o  consider  t h e  b a s i c  ques t ion :  

Why do s t r i k e s  occur? The o u t l i n e s  f o r  a  theory of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  have 

a l ready  been proposed. But s i n c e  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of i n d u s t r i a l  con- 

f l i c t  proves s o  c r u c i a l  i t  is  h e l p f u l  t o  cons ider  some of t h e  counter- 

t h e o r i e s  which a r e  t o  b e  found i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  on s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  
I 

Three t h e o r i e s  of s t r i k e s  a r e  reviewed i n  Chapter Two. The f i r s t  theory 

is  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  the  "human r e l a t i o n s "  o r  "communications" approach t o  

management-worker r e l a t i o n s  pioneered by t h e  famous Harvard r e sea rch  

s t u d i e s  conducted between t h e  two world wars.  A good example of t h e  

human r e l a t i o n s  approach i s  t o  be  found i n  a  s h o r t  monograph on t h e  war- 

time u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  w r i t t e n  by Jerome F. S c o t t  and George C .  Homans. 
4  1 

The second theory considered r e j e c t s  t h e  human r e l a t i o n s  o r  comunica-  

f t i o n s  approach t o  expla in ing  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  I n  t h e i r  i n t e rna t ion -  

a l  comparison of s t r i k e  p a t t e r n s  Clark Kerr and Abraham ~ i e ~ e 1 ~ ~  f i n d  

t h a t  t h e  human r e l a t i o n s  approach i s  unable t o  exp la in  why workers i n  

d i f f e r e n t  i n d u s t r i e s  show a  markedly d i f f e r e n t  propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e .  The 

two authors  advance two major hypotheses t o  h e l p  exp la in  t h e  vary ing  

propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  of d i f f e r e n t  i n d u s t r i e s .  The f i r s t  hypothes is  con- 
\ 

terns t h e  soc io -cu l tu ra l  environment i n  which t h e  worker l i v e s .  The ' 



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 account 

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 attention being paid to noting those 

features which may be common to most unofficial movements. In 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 transcendthe 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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d i s t i n c t i o n  does r e t a i n  some importance f o r  t h e  o v e r a l l  s tudy.  For 

example, w i th  r e spec t  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  i t  is  necessary t o  a sk  t h e  

quest ion:  Why do most s t r i k e s  take  p l ace  wi thout  being pub l i c ly  endorsed 

by a union execut ive?  

Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  more r ecen t  B r i t i s h  experience 

a l s o  needs t o  be  understood i n  t h e  context  of wider s t r i k e  t r ends  which 

have developed over a cons iderable  h i s t o r i c a l  per iod.  Three themes of 

B r i t i s h  s t r i k e  movements s i n c e  1911, t h e  f i r s t  year  f o r  which r e l i a b l e  

s t r i k e  s t a t i s t i c s  were c o l l e c t e d ,  a r e  examined i n  Chapter Four. The 

f i r s t  theme concerns t he  changing n a t u r e  of s t r i k e  ac t ion .  We examine 

whether,  according t o  o f f i c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  t h e r e  have been any n o t i c e a b l e  

s h i f t s  i n  the  f i g u r e s  measuring t h e  average du ra t ion  of s t r i k e s ,  t h e  

incidence of s t r i k e s  and the  t o t a l  number of workers involved i n  s t r i k e s .  

The second theme concerns t h e  changing importance of u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  

The t h i r d  theme concerns t he  s o r t  of demands t h a t  s t r i k e r s  have been 

r a i s i n g .  We look t o  s e e  whether t h e r e  appear t o  have been any d iscern-  

i b l e  s h i f t s  i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  i s s u e s  a t  s t a k e  i n  t he  bargaining process .  

S tudies  i n  both t h e  United S t a t e s  and England have shown how, f o r  

a v a r i e t y  of reasons ,  bureaucra t ized  g r m a l  t r a d e  union procedures o f t e n  

tend t o  l o s e  much of t h e i r  re levance t o  rank-and-file workers.43 I n  many 

in s t ances  workers '  horizons of t r a d e  unionism do no t  appear t o  extend 

much beyond the  s i t u a t i o n  a t  t he  workplace. I n  t h e i r  s tudy Goldthorpe, 

Lockwood, Bechhofer and P l a t t  no t e  how workers i n  Luton, England, 

appeared t o  develop what t he  au thors  term a s  "instrumental" a t t i t u d e s  to- 

wards t r a d e  unionism. Goldthorpe and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  record such 



comments as the following: 

The shop steward's election is with regard to the man on the shop 
f loor--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 ~mployers' 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 

/ 
the British experience since 194Q. 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 - of workers. The operation of workplace representation is 

described. The meaning and significance of the striving for democratic 
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shop-floor t r a d e  unionism i s  considered. A t  t h e  end of Chapter F ive  w e  

r e t u r n  t o  a  theme r a i s e d  e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  p re sen t  chapter  concerning t h e  

impact of condi t ions  of near  f u l l  empIoyment on workers '  barga in ing  

s t r e n g t h .  The s tudy cons iders  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between workplace bar-  

gaining and t h e  phenomenon known a s  "wage d r i f t . "  The purpose of t h i s  

b r i e f  excursus i n t o  the  f i e l d  of wage theory i s  t o  demonstrate t h a t  i n  

many in s t ances  s i g n i f i c a n t  ga ins  have been won by means of m i l i t a n t  

informal  barga in ing  a t  t he  p l ace  of work. 

We have a l ready  noted how from t h e  l a t e  1950's employers, Govern- 

ment and t h e  P res s  expressed inc reas ing  concern over t h e  incidence of 

u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  i n  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  Some of t h e  f a c t o r s  

which he lp  t o  account f o r  t h i s  campaign a g a i n s t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  a r e  

discussed i n  Chapter Six. The a c t u a l  amount of product ion l o s t  as a 

r e s u l t  of t he  s t r i k e s  would no t  appear t o  provide a  s u f f i c i e n t  explana- 

t i on .  It i s  argued t h a t  t h e  campaign a g a i n s t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  can be  

b e t t e r  understood a s  p a r t  of a  wider o f f e n s i v e  launched by employers 

and aided by t h e  S t a t e  t o  s h i f t  t h e  ba lance  of economic fo rces  away from 

labour.  The at tempt  t o  implement a,n incomes po l i cy  provides t h e  most 

obvious i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h i s  s t r a t e g y .  However, t h e  continued ope ra t ion  

of informal  t r a d e  unionism has  proved t o  be a  major o b s t a c l e  t o  t h e  

success  of any pol icy  of wage con t ro l .  It is  wi th  such a  background t h a t  

some of t he  more r ecen t  a t tempts  t o  r e s t r i c t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  

a r e  recorded up t o  t h e  end of 1969. 

The concluding chapter  o f f e r s  an assessment of t h e  s t r e n g t h s  and 
\ 

weaknesses of B r i t i s h  informal  t r a d e  unionism wi th  p a r t i c u l a r  r e f e rence  
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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 whether 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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27~obert Dubin, Working Union-Management Relations (~nglewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1958), p. 208, quoted by Arthur M. Ross and 
Paul T. Hartman in Changing Patterns of Industrial Conflict (New York: - 
Wiley, 1960), p. 2. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

AN EXAMINATION OF SOME THEORIES OF STRIKES 

This chapter  examines t h r e e  important t h e o r i e s  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  

which f e a t u r e  i n  t he  s o c i o l o g i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  on s t r i k e  theory developed 

i n  t he  period s i n c e  1940. The t h e o r e t i c a l  approaches d i f f e r  w i th  r e s p e c t  

t o  when each approach was f i r s t  developed, t h e  underlying assumptions 

of each theory and t h e  c e n t r a l  argument developed. Despi te  t hese  d i f f e r -  

ences a  c e r t a i n  con t inu i ty  can be demonstrated. 

S t r i k e s  and Communications 

One of t h e  f i r s t  i n s t ances  where i n d u s t r i a l  s o c i o l o g i s t s  o r ,  more 

c o r r e c t l y ,  i n d u s t r i a l  psychologis t s  concerned themselves wi th  what have 

popular ly been l a b e l l e d  "wildcat" s t r i k e s ,  was during World War 11. 

Jerome Sco t t  and George Homans conducted a  s tudy  of w i ldca t  s t r i k e s  i n  

D e t r o i t  during 1944. l  S t r i k e s ,  l i k e  such phenomena a s  high r a t e s  of 

absenteeism o r  high r a t e s  f o r  labour  turnover  were regarded a s  proble-  

matic f o r  t he  i n d u s t r i a l  system. I n  t h e  case  of t he  famous Harvard 

research  a t  t he  Hawthorne p l a n t  of Western E l e c t r i c ,  management had 

approached s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  i n  order  t o  so lve  what amounted t o  a  spec i -  

f i c a l l y  managerial  problem of high r a t e s  of absenteeism and labour  turn- 

0ver . l  Sco t t  and Homans' a r t i c l e  i s  s t rong ly  indebted t o  t he  "human 

r e l a t i o n s "  school  of i n d u s t r i a l  sociology pioneered by El ton  Mayo and 

h i s  col leagues a t  Harvard. 

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of the  a r t i c l e  by S c o t t  and Homans i s  t h a t  i t  
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serves  t o  demonstrate a  conceptual  approach towards i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  

i n  genera l  and s t r i k e s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  S c o t t  and Homans pose t h e i r  r e -  

search  problem a s  being t o  a s c e r t a i n  why t h e  s t r i k e s  took p l ace  dur ing  

a  per iod  when enormous s o c i a l  p ressures  operated t o  prevent  such occur- 

rences.  They proceed t o  ques t ion  many of t he  contemporary explana t ions  

f o r  t h e  wartime wi ldca t s  a t  D e t r o i t .  They cons ider  such f a c t o r s  a s  t h e  

wartime migra t ion  i n t o  the  community, t h e  excess ive ly  long working weeks 

r e s u l t i n g  i n  f a t i g u e  and the  wartime i n f l a t i o n a r y  boom which helped pro- 

duce condi t ions  conducive t o  l o c a l  mi l i t ancy .  S c o t t  and Homans dec ide  

t h a t  such f a c t o r s  do not  o f f e r  a  s u f f i c i e n t  explanat ion.  

Sco t t  and Homans c l a s s i f y  t h e  s t r i k e s  according t o  cause. They I 
I 

r e p o r t  t h a t  "Most of t he  s t r i k e s  were p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  d i s c i p l i n e ,  pro- 
8 ..-> 
I - 

t e s t s  a g a i n s t  c e r t a i n  company p o l i c i e s ,  o r  p r o t e s t s  a g a i n s t  t he  d ischarge  , 
1 

of one o r  more  employee^."^ Rather than examining the  n a t u r e  of t h e  

p r o t e s t s  S c o t t  and Homans proceed t o  pose the  problem i n  terms of manage- 

ment's f a i l u r e  t o  e n l i s t  t he  workers '  l o y a l t i e s  " in  support  of t h e  aims 

of t he  o rgan i sa t ion  a s  a  whole. l t 4  Thus, group l o y a l t y  is  t o  be  chan- 

ne l l ed  t o  s u i t  t he  i n t e r e s t s  of management. 

S c o t t  and Homans do no t  provide an  adequate explana t ion  f o r  t h e  

wi ldca t s .  One can ask  whether they pose the  ques t ions  i n  t h e  r i g h t  a r e a  

i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l ace .  They decide t h a t  a  communications gap is  respon- 

s i b l e  f o r  t he  o r g a n i s a t i o n 1 s  (management's) f a i l u r e  t o  e n l i s t  group 

l o y a l t i e s  ( those  of t he  workers) i n  o rde r  t o  achieve t h e  aims of t h e  

o rgan i sa t ion  a s  a  whole (undefined b u t  presumably p r o f i t ) .  "In t h e  long 
\ 

run" t h e  au thors  say "a number of s t r i k e s  seemed t o  stem from f a u l t y  



28 

communications. "5 The argument f i n d s  f requent  usage. By way of r e jo in -  

der  one has only t o  ask  whether an improvement of t he  "channels of 

communication" does i n  f a c t  reduce the  mani fes ta t ion  of c o n f l i c t .  Often 

the  "channels of communication" would appear t o  be  working only too  w e l l !  

Co l l ec t ive  barga in ing  is  supposed t o  permit  each s i d e  t o  c l a r i f y  its 

p o s i t i o n .  A conclusion does n o t ,  however, come about a s  a  r e s u l t  of f i n e  

debat ing po in t s .  Ul t imate ly ,  t he  f i n a l  p o s i t i o n  reached w i l l  be  decided 

by the  r e l a t i v e  barga in ing  power he ld  by e i t h e r  s i d e .  
m 

S c o t t  and Homans e l abo ra t e  on what they mean when they say t h a t  

f a u l t y  communications a r e  one of t he  causes of t he  wi ldca t s .  I n  t h e  

workers own language one express ion  of d i scon ten t  i s  when workers f e e l  

they a r e  r ece iv ing  the  s o r t  of t reatment  they c a l l  t he  "run around." The 

au thors  argue t h a t  "the ' run  around' i s  the  precursor  of t h e  wi ldca t .  116 

A s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of t h e i r  argument S c o t t  and Homans p re sen t  a  case  h i s t o r y  

of how ' K t ,  an a c t i n g  super in tendent  i n  a  department employing some 300 

persons supposedly succeeded i n  ave r t i ng  a  Christmas Eve wi ldca t  s t r i k e .  

S c o t t  and Homans decide t h a t  "our i n d u s t r i a l  s o c i e t y  i s  he ld  toge the r  by 
/ 

thousands of men l i k e  'K'  . I t  1 ' 

Those s t r u c t u r e d  causes of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  which were d iscus-  

sed i n  t h e  previous chapter  a r e  ignored by S c o t t  and Homans. They devote 

very l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t he  p e c u l i a r  h i s t o r i c a l  condi t ions  of wartime 

f a c t o r y  production. The wi ldca t  s t r i k e s  took p l ace  a g a i n s t  t he  o f f i c i a l  

po l icy  of the  n a t i o n a l  union l eade r sh ip  which, along wi th  most unions,  

wi th  t h e  notab le  except ion of t h e  miners ,  had given the  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  

"no-strike" pledge. The e f f e c t  of such a  pledge was t o  au tomat ica l ly  
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render  any s t r i k e  u n o f f i c i a l .  The war per iod saw t h e  s t r e n g t h  of rank- 

and-f i le  a c t i o n  a s s e r t i n g  i t s e l f  without  o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union au thor iza-  

t i o n e 8  I n  the  case  of the  United Automobile Workers union whose devel- 

opment could usua l ly  be  taken a s  an i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of t h e  

Congress of I n d u s t r i a l  Organisat ions a s  a  whole, t h e  prospec t  of such 

u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n  would have had t o  be faced anyway a f t e r  t he  1939 

c o n t r a c t ,  i n  which the  union agreed wi th  management t o  outlaw sit-down 

s t r i k e s  i n s i d e  t h e  p l a n t s .  

The "no-strike" pledge was no t  very e f f e c t i v e .  A s  Sco t t  and 

Homans no te  t he  4,956 s t r i k e s  of 1944 "were g r e a t e r  i n  number i f  n o t  i n  

du ra t ion  than any o the r  year  of t he  count ry ' s  h i s t o r y .  "9 A Labour f o r c e  

s t e e l e d  i n  t he  organis ing  experience of t he  l a t e  t h i r t i e s  was swelled by 

new e n t r a n t s  who were o f t e n  quickly r a d i c a l i s e d .  Working c l a s s  women, 

Black people,  migratory and southern  workers a l l  came toge ther  i n  

f a c t o r i e s  of t he  i n d u s t r i a l  cen t r e s  of t he  North. lo I n  a  s i t u a t i o n  where 

management was opera t ing  under t he  favourable  condi t ions  of cost-plus  

c o n t r a c t s  mi l i t ancy  o f t e n  won an almost unknown c o n t r o l  over t h e  produc- 

li t i o n  l e v e l  of t h e  shop f  oor.  The per iod  was n o t  t o  l a s t  long. The 

1945-1946 General Motors s t r i k e  immediately a f t e r  t he  war was t o  h e r a l d  

a  new emphasis on economic ga ins  which were o f t e n  won by g iv ing  up t h e  

ga ins  t h a t  had been previous ly  won on the  shop f l o o r .  

I n d u s t r i a l  C o n f l i c t  and Technology 

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  we s h a l l  review c e r t a i n  developments i n  management 
( \ \  

theory t h a t  r e l a t e  t o  more contemporary a t tempts  t o  ana lyse  s t r i k e  ac t ion .  
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The revived concern wi th  technologica l  f a c t o r s  t o  be  found i n  contempor- 

a r y  management theory may be t raced  t o  the  human r e l a t i o n s  school .  

Nicos Mouzelis, a  s tuden t  of o rgan i sa t ion  theory has s t r e s s e d  t h e  d i s -  

t i n c t  subschools t h a t  have developed w i t h i n  t h e  human r e l a t i o n s  move- 

ment.'' The f i r s t  i s  the  orthodox school  pioneered by El ton  Mayo. The 

second subschool developed out  of t h e  l a t t e r ' s  somewhat narrow p l a n t  

o r i e n t a t i o n .  The schoo l ' s  most r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  w r i t e r  is  probably W. F. 

Warner who was a s soc i a t ed  wi th  the  committee of Human Rela t ions  i n  

Indus t ry  a t  the  Univers i ty  of Chicago. Mouzelis broadly c h a r a c t e r i s e s  

t he  t h i r d  subschool a s  focusing on the  theory of i n t e r a c t i o n .  F i r s t  

e labora ted  by Chapple and Arensberg a t  Harvard t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n i s t  

approach has been adopted i n  p a r t  o r  wholly by such w r i t e r s  a s  W. F. 

Whyte, G. Homans and L. Sayles .  

Mouzelis r e a d i l y  admits t o  t he  somewhat s t a t i c  and a r t i f i c i a l  

na tu re  of t he  above subdiv is ions .  By way of c o r r e c t i o n  he  ske tches  the  
I 
I 

gene ra l  evolu t ion  of t he  human r e l a t i o n s  school  s i n c e  t h e  Hawthorne 

s t u d i e s .  H i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of more r e c e n t  t rends  suggest  t h a t  manage- 

ment theory has been r e tu rn ing  t o  a  more i n c l u s i v e  approach. The focus 

of a t t e n t i o n  has  been widened t o  inc lude  not  only the  work group b u t  

a l s o  t h e  la rge-sca le  organisa t ion .  More emphasis i s  pa id  t o  t h e  

in f luence  exer ted  by technology on i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s .  The s h i f t  i n  

emphasis i s  demonstrated i n  p r a c t i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n .  

F i r s t l y ,  i n  t he  p r a c t i c a l  f i e l d  of management, these  t h e o r e t i c a l  
developments a r e  r e f l e c t e d  by the  displacement of a t t e n t i o n  from 
superv isory  s k i l l s  t o  t he  problems a t  t he  h igher  l e v e l s  of manage- \ 

ment and t o  t h e  ques t ions  of o rgan iza t iona l  a u t h o r i t y  and s t r u c t u r e .  



It is  emphasised more and more t h a t  many o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  problems 
cannot be solved by human r e l a t i o n  s k i l l s  a s  they do no t  a r i s e  from 
d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  face-to-face r e l a t i o n s ;  r a t h e r  one should look f o r  
t h e i r  s o l u t i o n  i n  s t r u c t u r a l  changes on t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  leve l .12  

The new emphasis on technology f i n d s  express ion  i n  t he  research  

paper dea l ing  wi th  contemporary t rends  i n  i n d u s t r i a l  sociology prepared 

f o r  t he  Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' Assoc ia t ions  by 

Alan Fox. l3 He o u t l i n e s  the  problem and h i s  main argument as fol lows:  

The p r i n c i p a l  theme pursued he re  is the  gene ra l  one of why.people 
behave a s  they do i n  indus t ry .  A number of i n q u i r i e s  a r e  brought 
forward t o  show t h a t  t he  way people behave--and t h e r e f o r e  t h e  p a t t e r n  
and temper of i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i ons - - i s  considerably a f f e c t e d  by the  
technology w i t h  which they work, t he  way t h e i r  job i s  organized and 
r e l a t e d  t o  o t h e r s ,  and var ious  o the r  so-ca l led  " s t r u c t u r a l  de t e r -  
minants. "14 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  and technology has  

been a  c e n t r a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  t he  work of Joan Woodward. l5 I n  h e r  b e s t  

known study Woodward d i s t i ngu i shes  between th ree  kinds of technologica l  

\ 
processes  employed i n  d i f f e r e n t  product ion systems. These a r e  u n i t  o r  

batch product ion,  mass o r  l i n e  product ion,  and process  product ion.  

Although h e r  s tudy does no t  a r r i v e  a t  any one s e t  of c r i t e r i a  f o r  measur- 

ing  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  the  genera l  conclusion is  reached t h a t  c o n f l i c t  

i s  l e s s  i n  u n i t  and process  product ion than  i n  mass and l i n e  product ion.  

The argument presented e s s e n t i a l l y  focuses on the  product ive system 

wi th in  which t h e  worker opera tes .  C o n f l i c t  is seen  a s  be ing  g r e a t e s t  i n  

mass and l i n e  product ion where work groups a r e  l a r g e ,  where the re  is  a 
# 

low r a t i o  of supe rv i so r s  t o  ope ra to r s ,  where ope ra t ives  o f t e n  work i n  

s t a t i o n a r y  p o s i t i o n s  on the  shop f l o o r ,  where a u t h o r i t y  i s  "a rb i t r a ry"  



and comes from above ( r a t h e r  than from the  "process" i t s e l f )  and where 

the  p re s su res  f o r  labour  economy a r e  ever  demanding. Woodward r e p o r t s  a s  

fol lows : 

Pressure  on people a t  a l l  l e v e l s  of t he  i n d u s t r i a l  h i e r a rchy  seemed 
t o  b u i l d  up a s  technology advanced, became h e a v i e s t  i n  assembly l i n e  
product ion and then re laxed ,  s o  reducing pe r sona l  c o n f l i c t s .  . . . 
The product ion system seemed more important  i n  determining t h e  
q u a l i t y  of human r e l a t i o n s  than d id  the  number employed.16 

It should be  noted t h a t  Woodward i s  n o t  implying t h a t  t e c h n i c a l  

innovat ion per s e  br ings  about a  reduct ion  i n  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  For - 
example, she  notes  t h a t  automation may be introduced wi thout  any change 

whatsoever i n  t h e  product ion system. A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  change may t ake  

p l ace  i n  t he  product ion system wi thout  n e c e s s a r i l y  implying automation. 

More important t o  woodward's t h e s i s  i s  the  gene ra l  t rend of technologi-  

c a l  development. I n  t he  i n d u s t r i a l  a r e a  s tud ied  she  notes  t h a t  i n  t h e  

f u t u r e  an inc reas ing  propor t ion  of t he  manufacturing f i rms  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  

be  process  f i rms .  The scene is  thus s e t  f o r  a  f u t u r e  where i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  a r e  more harmonious. / For i n  h e r  research  Woodward noted t h a t  

i n  process-type f i rms  "the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between superv isor  and subor- 

d i n a t e  was much more l i k e  t h a t  between a  t r a v e l  agent  and h i s  c l i e n t s  

than between a  foreman and opera tors  i n  mass product ion.  1117 

One of t h e  more s e r i o u s  l i m i t a t i o n s  of t h e  Woodward r e p o r t  is 

the  l ack  of any s a t i s f a c t o r y  p rov i s ion  f o r  a s se s s ing  the  e x t e n t  of indus- 

t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between management and labour  is n o t  

judged on such q u a n t i t a t i v e  d a t a  a s  t he  inc idence  of s t r i k e s  o r  absen- 

teeism. Rather t he  genera l  tone of i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  is  judged by 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a t  t he  shop l e v e l  between supe rv i so r s  and product ion workers. 
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An important r ecen t  s tudy of t he  B r i t i s h  automobile i ndus t ry  has  

r a i s e d  some important  ques t ions  concerning the  v a l i d i t y  of Woodward's 

arguments. In  t h e i r  s tudy of a l l  t he  major B r i t i s h  c a r  f i rms  Turner ,  

Clack and Roberts r epo r t  t h a t  the  p a t t e r n  of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  v a r i e d  

considerably d e s p i t e  the  s i m i l a r i t y  of technologica l  processes  i n  each 

f ac to ry  . 18 

Theories of Strike-Proneness 

One a r e a  of research  i n t o  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  t h a t  provides some i n t e r -  

e s t i n g  i n s i g h t s  has  been concerned wi th  a t tempts  t o  exp la in  the  vary ing  

propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  found i n  d i f f e r e n t  occupat ions,  r eg ions ,  o r  indus- 

t r i e s .  Knowles, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  examines why t h e  "strike-proneness" of 

d i f f e r e n t  reg ions  and d i f f e r e n t  i n d u s t r i e s  i n  the  United Kingdom shows a 

market variation.' '  Although i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  make any r i g i d  separa-  

t i o n  between r eg iona l  "s trike-proneness" and i n d u s t r i a l  " s t r i ke -  

proneness," Knowles i s  ab le  t o  donclude from t h e  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a  t h a t  

r eg iona l  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  B r i t a i n  tend t o  prove s u b s t a n t i a l l y  l e s s  s i g n i f i -  

can t  than i n d u s t r i a l  v a r i a t i o n s .  This i s  n o t  neces sa r i l y  t r u e  f o r  o the r  

n a t i o n a l  experiences.  I n  the  case of Canada, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  S t u a r t  I 

Jamieson has noted t h a t  r eg iona l  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  genera l ly  more pro- 
/ 

nounced than i n  most comparable i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  na t ions .  'O He argues 
I 

t h a t  f o r  t he  Canadian experience the  reg ion  probably provides a more 1 

f r u i t f u l  u n i t  f o r  s tudy.  

One of t he  b e s t  known theo r i e s  of s t r i k e  l i a b i l i t y  i s  the  i n t e r -  

n a t i o n a l  comparison by Clark Kerr and Abraham s i e g e l . l 1  Their  theory 
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mer i t s  c a r e f u l  cons idera t ion .  Kerr and S i e g e l  exp la in  the  high propen- 

s i t y  t o  s t r i k e  i n  such i n d u s t r i e s  a s  mining, maritime and longshore and 

t o  a  l e s s e r  degree,  lumber and t e x t i l e ,  i n  terms of two major hypotheses.  

The f i r s t  is concerned wi th  broad environmental f a c t o r s  and examines the  

l o c a t i o n  of the  worker i n  s o c i e t y .  The argument poses two c o n t r a s t i n g  

s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  one where a  c o l l e c t i v i t y  of workers form an " i s o l a t e d  

mass" and one where the  ind iv idua l  worker may be  considered a s  an 

I I i n t e g r a t e d  individual1 '  o r  a s  a  member of an  " in t eg ra t ed  group." The 

i d e a  of the  " i s o l a t e d  mass" develops out  of t he  observa t ion  t h a t  workers 

i n  c e r t a i n  i n d u s t r i e s ,  by v i r t u e  of geographic o r  s o c i a l  f a c t o r s ,  tend 

t o  develop a  s o c i a l  cohesion t h a t  i nc reases  t h e i r  w i l l i ngness  t o  take  

c o l l e c t i v e  s t r i k e  ac t ion .  A t  t he  o the r  end of t he  s c a l e ,  Kerr and 

S iege l  p re sen t  t he  s i t u a t i o n  of t he  supposedqy " in tegra ted  ind iv idua l . "  

The worker 's  r o l e  i n  i n d u s t r i a l  s o c i e t y  is  t h e  determinat ing f a c t o r .  

Examples of i n d u s t r i e s  where the  propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  i s  low a r e  r a i l -  

road, a g r i c u l t u r e  and t r ade .  Such i n d u s t r i e s ,  i t  i s  argued, provide 

work which i n t e g r a t e s  employees i n t o  t h e  wider community. 

The second major hypothesis  advanced by Kerr and S iege l  t o  

exp la in  s t r i k e - l i a b i l i t y  focuses on the  cha rac t e r  of t he  job and t h e  

worker. They suggest  t h a t  " the inhe ren t  na tu re  of t he  job determines,  

by s e l e c t i o n  and condi t ion ing ,  t h e  k inds  of workers employed and t h e i r  

a t t i t u d e s ,  and these  workers,  i n  t u r n ,  cause c o n f l i c t  o r  peace. "22 Kerr 

and S i e g e l  no te  t h a t  t h e i r  second hypothes is  i s  not  always supported by 

the  empi r i ca l  evidence on s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  For i n s t ance ,  they c i t e  cases  

where supposedly "tougher" workers such a s  teamsters ,  farm hands, 
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s tee lworkers  and cons t ruc t ion  workers show a low frequency t o  s t r i k e .  

I n  pass ing  we might add t h a t  t he  r ecen t  B r i t i s h  experience o f f e r s  

f u r t h e r  evidence t h a t  b r ings  the  hypothesis  i n t o  ques t ion .  Workers such 

a s  draughtsmen and p r i n t e r s  who a r e  engaged i n  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  is n o t  

gene ra l ly  considered t o  be phys i ca l ly  demanding have shown an inc reas ing  

wi l l i ngness  t o  t ake  s t r i k e  ac t ion .  

To summarize t h e i r  main argument, Kerr and S iege l  r e l a t e  s t r i k e s  

t o  c e r t a i n  genera l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of c e r t a i n  types of i n d u s t r y ,  We may 

c l a r i f y  mat te rs  by making a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between so-cal led "primary" (e.g. ,  

mineral  e x t r a c t i o n ,  lumber, longshore, sh ip-bui ld ing) ,  "secondary" (e .g. ,  

manufacturing) and " t e r t i a r y "  ( e .g . ,  s e r v i c e  t r a d e s ,  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n )  i n -  

dus t ry .  Kerr and S iege l  look a t  both environment f a c t o r s  and t h e  n a t u r e  

of t he  job i n  both "primary" and " t e r t i a r y " \  i ndus t ry  t o  exp la in  why t h e  

propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  i s  high i n  the  f i r s t  ca tegory  and low i n  the  second. 

One of t h e  f i r s t  comments t h a t  can b e  made wi th  r e spec t  t o  t h e  Kerr 

and S iege l  a n a l y s i s  p e r t a i n s  t o  t he  i n i t i a l  evidence t h e  au thors  p re sen t .  

One might wish t o  express  c e r t a i n  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a s  t o  t h e  comparabi l i ty  

of s t r i k e  s t a t i s t i c s  on an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b a s i s .  Ce r t a in  r e s e r v a t i o n s  

a r e  expressed by Kerr and S iege l  when they no te  t h a t  "While t he  d a t a  

d i s c l o s e s  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  consis tency of behavior ,  i t  should b e  kep t  i n  

mind t h a t  they r e f l e c t  t he  experience of only eleven coun t r i e s  over a  

l imi t ed  period of time and t h a t  t he  i n d u s t r i a l  breakdowns a r e  no t  s o  

numerous nor s o  comparable from one country t o  another ,  o r  even from one 

time period t o  another  i n  t he  same count ry ,  a s  would b e  i d e a l l y  d e s i r -  

a b l e  f o r  the  purpose of t h i s  ana lys is . "23  Despi te  t hese  d i f f i c u l t i e s  
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t h e  a u t h o r s  s t i l l  f i n d  s u f f i c i e n t  s i m i l a r i t y  of behav iour  t o  j u s t i f y  i n -  

v e s t i g a t i o n .  

C r i t i c i s m  of t h e  Kerr and S i e g e l  t h e o r y  may b e  cons idered  under  

t h r e e  main head ings .  We s h a l l  r e f e r  i n  t u r n  t o  methodolog ica l ,  empir- 

i c a l  and o t h e r  g e n e r a l  problems t h a t  s tem from t h e  Kerr and S i e g e l  

a n a l y s i s .  

One methodological  problem w i t h  t h e  Kerr and S i e g e l  a n a l y s i s  re- 

s u l t s  from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r s  work from t h e  premise  t h a t  t h e  

" s i g n i f i c a n c e "  of s t r i k e s  i s  adequa te ly  measured by t h e  number of man- 

days of p roduc t ion  l o s t .  They the reby  choose t o  examine what is  gener-  

a l l y  cons idered  t o  b e  t h e  b e s t  economic dimension of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  

The number of p roduc t ion  days l o s t  due t o  d i s p u t e s  is  n o t ,  however, t h e  

only  measurement of t h e  economic s i g n i f i c a n c e  of s t r i k e s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  

i n  c e r t a i n  t e c h n o l o g i c a l l y  a d v a n c b  i n d u s t r i e s ,  f r e q u e n t  s h o r t  s t r i k e s ,  

even i f  they i n v o l v e  on ly  a  few workers ,  may prove j u s t  a s  economical ly  

harmful  as a  p r o t r a c t e d  s toppage  i n v o l v i n g  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more workers  i n  

a  more t r a d i t i o n a l l y  o rgan i sed  i n d u s t r y .  Even i f  we a c c e p t  t h a t  t h e  

b e s t  measurement of t h e  economic dimension of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  i s  t h e  

number of p roduc t ion  hours  l o s t  i t  does  n o t  f o l l o w  t h a t  t h e  i n c i d e n c e  of 

s t r i k e s  is  unimportant .  I n  t h e  c a s e  of t h e  p r e s e n t  s t u d y  t h e  pr imary 

concern is  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  which account  f o r  t h e  overwhelming m a j o r i t y  

of a l l  r ecorded  s toppages  and t e n d ,  on a v e r a g e ,  t o  l a s t  f o r  a  s h o r t e r  

d u r a t i o n  than  most o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  The s t a n d a r d  economic dimension 

of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  may prov ide  a  poor i n d i c a t i o n  of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  

a c t i v i t y .  
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The mining and automobile manufacturing i n d u s t r i e s  have, a t  d i f -  

f e r e n t  pe r iods ,  accounted f o r  a  l a r g e  propor t ion  of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

i n  t he  B r i t i s h  experience. These two i n d u s t r i e s  can s e r v e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  

some of t he  problems of an  empir ica l  n a t u r e  t h a t  b r ings  t h e  Kerr and 

S iege l  hypothesis  i n t o  quest ion.  

Mining d i spu te s  p r i o r  t o  1957 accounted f o r  t h a t  i ndus t ry  be ing  

r a t e d  a s  one of t h e  most s t r ike-prone  i n  B r i t a i n .  Since t h a t  year  t h e r e  

has been a  sharp  decrease i n  both the  number of s t r i k e s  and i n  t h e  number 

of man-days l o s t  a s  a  r e s u l t  of s t r i k e s .  The o v e r a l l  decrease  i n  t h e  

number of stoppages i n  coa l  mining i n  B r i t a i n  is  shown i n  Table I. This  

decrease may be  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  two major f a c t o r s .  F i r s t l y ,  t h e r e  i s  t h e  

genera l  dec l ine  of the  indus t ry ,  acce l e ra t ed  by government c lo su re  of 

unpro f i t ab l e  p i t s .  Secondly, i n  such circumstances labour  mi l i t ancy  i s  

seve re ly  hampered and s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i s  approached wi th  more caut ion .  So- 

c a l l e d  " r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n "  e i t h e r  /takes t h e  form of c lo s ing  down whole 

ope ra t ions ,  o r  i t  involves t he  in t roduc t ion  of mechanized o r  cybernated 

techniques t h a t  may reduce the  labour  f o r c e  a t  the  old l o c a t i o n  of work. 

The short-term e f f e c t s  may be an a c t u a l  i nc rease  i n  labour  mi l i t ancy  a s  

workers a t  t he  l o c a l  l e v e l  mobil ize around defens ive  s t r u g g l e s  t o  keep a  

p a r t i c u l a r  concern i n  opera t ion .  But t he  longer-term e f f e c t s  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  s p e l l  a  dec l ine  i n  t h e  propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  i n  t h a t  i ndus t ry .  

Kerr and S iege l  do no t  make s p e c i f i c  r e f e rence  t o  t h e  automobile 

i ndus t ry .  According t o  t h e i r  schema, i t  should,  presumably, be grouped 

wi th  "metal and engineering i n d u s t r i e s "  where the  propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  
\ 

i s  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  "medium." Recently t he  B r i t i s h  automobile i ndus t ry  has  



TABLE I 

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

1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 (Provisional) 1 

Number of stoppages 

2224 

1963 

1307 

1666 

1458 

1203 

987 

1058 

7 40 

553 

39 1 

Source: Ministry of Labour figures quoted in Report of Royal 
Commission on Trade Unions and Employers ' ~ssocia- 
tions 1965-1968, London: HMSO, 1968, p. 96. --- 
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seen a  cons iderable  i nc rease  i n  both t h e  number of s t r i k e s  and t h e  num- 

be r  of working days l o s t .  I n  t h e i r  important  s tudy  of t h e  B r i t i s h  auto- 

mobile i ndus t ry  H. A. Turner,  G. Clack and E. Roberts no te  t h a t  during 

the  1960's c a r  workers became " a t  l e a s t  a s  d i s p u t e  l i a b l e  a s  such t r a d i -  

t i o n a l l y  s t r ike-prone  groups a s  miners ,  sh ipbu i lde r s  and dockers.  ,124 

The au thors  use the  same s o r t  of measurement a s  Kerr and S i e g e l  by com- 

par ing  t h e  r a t i o  of product ion days l o s t  t o  t h e  t o t a l  number of employees. 

According t o  t h i s  measure, t he  s t r i k e  inc idence  of t he  c a r  f i rms  r o s e  

from about twice t h e  n a t i o n a l  average i n  t h e  e a r l y  post-World War I1 

yea r s ,  t o  about s i x  times the  n a t i o n a l  average during t h e  1960s. Some 

apprec i a t ion  of t he  t rend may be gained from Table 11. 

Kerr and S i e g e l ' s  f i r s t  hypothes is ) tha t  t he  l o c a t i o n  of t h e  worker 
I 

i n  s o c i e t y  determines h i s  propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  i s  too  gene ra l  t o  i n v i t e  
11 

vigorous t e s t i n g .  Kerr and Siege1 do provide a  s e r i e s  of q u a l i f i c a t i o n s .  rn 

They emphasize t h a t  they a r e  dea l ing  wi th  complex phenomena t h a t  in -  

volves mu l t ip l e  causa t ion  and t h a t  o the r  explana t ion  may be  requi red  i n  

c e r t a i n  s i t u a t i o n s .  However, i f  we simply look a t  one a spec t  of t h e i r  

f i r s t  hypothesis  and examine the  p ropos i t i on  t h a t  s t r ike-proneness  is 

l inked  t o  geographical  i s o l a t i o n  then t h e  B r i t i s h  automobile i ndus t ry  

aga in  p re sen t s  problems. Turner and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  r e p o r t  t h a t :  

. . . t h e r e  seems nothing i n  the  motor i n d u s t r y ' s  case  t o  support  
t he  view t h a t  a  high s t r ike-proneness  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be l inked  wi th  
geographical  i s o l a t i o n :  i f  anything,  t h e  more i s o l a t e d  p l a n t s  seem 
t o  have been l e s s  s t r ike-prone.25 

Any d iscuss ion  of Kerr and S i e g e l ' s  theory would be  incomplete 

without  some cons idera t ion  of t h e i r  prognosis  f o r  f u t u r e  s t r i k e  t r ends .  



TABLE I1 

INDUSTRIAL DISPUTES I N  THE BRITISH 
AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY, 1947-1964 

Annual averages  
of 3-year pe r -  

Number of s e p a r -  
a t e  s t r i k e s  
t r a c e d  

Workers " d i r e c t -  
l y  and i n d i r e c t -  
l y  invo lved"  

Number of "work- 
i n g  days l o s t "  

Source:  H. A.  Turner ,  G. Clack and E. R o b e r t s ,  Labour R e l a t i o n s  
i n  t h e  Motor I n d u s t r y ,  London: A l l e n  and Unwin, 1967, 
p. 2 3 .  F i g u r e s  t h o s e  of a u t h o r s ,  compiled i n  accor-  
dance w i t h  t h e  methodology employed by t h e  M i n i s t r y  of 
Lab our .  
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11 I n t eg ra t ion"  they note  "is growing wi th  the  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of t h e  auto- 

mobile, t h e  r a d i o ,  and t h e  t e l e v i s i o n ,  t h e  d e c a u l a l i z a t i o n  of work on 

the  wa te r f ron t  and i n  t he  logging camp, t he  inc reas ing  acceptance of 

t r ade  unions by employers, by government, and by the  community a t  l a r g e ,  

and t h e  spread of popular education."26 Kerr and S i e g e l ' s  theory 

appears unable t o  t ake  account of changing t r ends  i n  t h e  labour  f o r c e .  

For example, one development t h a t  has  been most no t i ceab le  i n  B r i t a i n  

s i n c e  1950 i s  the  cont inuing o rgan iza t ion  of whi te -co l la r  workers. Dur- 

i ng  t h e  per iod  1950 t o  1964 the  major non-manual unions made s i g n i f i c a n t  

ga ins ,  a s  i s  shown i n  Table 111. 

Despi te  impressive growth r a t e s  t h e  o v e r a l l  qercentage of white-  

c o l l a r  workers organized i n  B r i t a i n  is  s t i l l  low compared t o  most 

advanced i n d u s t r i a l  c o u n t r i e s ,  wi th  t he  no tab le  except ion of t h e  United 

S t a t e s  and Canada. 27 There is ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  every i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  

spread of whi te -co l la r  unionism i s  l i k e l y  t o  continue. 

It i s  p e r t i n e n t  t o  ask how prepared such unions have been t o  t ake  

up s t r i k e  ac t ion .  Some i n d i c a t i o n  may be  gained from t h e  fol lowing 

observa t ion  of Cl ive  Jenkins ,  t he  General Secre ta ry  of t h e  Assoc ia t ion  

of Supervisory S t a f f s ,  Executives and Technicians (A.S.S.E.T.). "In my 

own union we e s t ima te  we w i l l  have f o u r  o r  f i v e  recognizable  s t r i k e s  and 
. . .  

dozens of o the r  forms of d i spu te  ac t ion . "  Jenkins goes on t o  desc r ibe  

the  po l i cy  of t he  Draughtsmens and Al l i ed  Trades Assoc ia t ion  (D.A.T.A.): 

D.A.T.A. a c t u a l l y  spent  L250,000 i n  s t r i k e  pay i n  s e l e c t e d  d i spu te s  
aimed a t  s e t t i n g  the  s tandard  of a t h r e e  weeks hol iday  a f t e r  f i v e  
yea r s '  s e r v i c e .  . . . I n  f a c t ,  t h e  new f e a t u r e  of t hese  d i spu te s  is  
t h a t  they a r e  g e t t i n g  longer .  The draughtsmen had a s t r i k e  of more 
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Tota l  Member- 
sh ip  a t  end 
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Percentage 
Increase 

Source: V.  L. Allen,  M i l i t a n t  Trade Unionism, London: Merlin, 
1966, pp. 14-15. 



than s i x  months a t  a Scarborough p l a n t .  A.S.S.E.T. had one of twenty- 
one weeks i n  a S c o t t i s h  f a c t o r y ,  and more and more, t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  
between the  nego t i a t i ng  t a c t i c s  of t he  newer unions and those  of an 
e a r l y  v in t age  a r e  becoming l e s s  and l e s s  v i s i b l e . 2 8  

A t rend  towards g r e a t e r  mi l i t ancy  on the  p a r t  of t h e  whi te -co l la r  

workers p re sen t s  problems f o r  any continued a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  hypotheses 

advanced by Kerr and S iege l .  Most of t h e  evidence considered by t h e  two 

authors  covers s t r i k e  p a t t e r n s  p r i o r  t o  1950. A more contemporary re- 

a p p r a i s a l  of t he  evidence would probably show t h a t  c e r t a i n  whi te -co l la r  

groups demonstrate a t  l e a s t  a s  h igh  a propens i ty  t o  s t r i k e  a s  c e r t a i n  

ca t egor i e s  of manual workers. I n  1964 the  B r i t i s h  Employers' Confedera- 

t i o n  warned of p r e c i s e l y  such a d$velopment. 
/ 

It i s  recognized t h a t  s t a f f  unions,  because of t he  type of worker 
they r ep resen t ,  a r e  genera l ly  more a r t i c u l a t e ,  more m i l i t a n t  and 
more e f f e c t i v e  than the  manual workers '  unions and t h a t  any develop- 
ment of s t a f f  unionism on a major s c a l e  w i l l  p r e sen t  s e r i o u s  prob- 
lems f o r  employers. 29 

The r a t h e r  crude d i s t i n c t i o n  drawn by Kerr and S i e g e l  between the  

" i s o l a t e d  mass" and the  " in t eg ra t ed  ind iv idua l "  begins t o  l o s e  i t s  mean- 

i n g  a s  t he  na tu re  of whi te -co l la r  work i t s e l f  changes. Such changes 

r e s u l t  from movements i n  i ndus t ry  towards monopoly, o l igopoly ,  takeover  

and r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n .  The "small-scale employing u n i t s "  mentioned by 

Kerr and S i e g e l  a r e  g iv ing  way t o  t h e  l a r g e  modern o f f i c e  where the  lay-  

out of desks comes t o  resemble machinery on the  shop-f loor .  The changes 

a f f e c t  every f a c e t  of the  employee s i t u a t i o n .  

Questions of pay, promotion and f r i n g e  b e n e f i t s ,  once wi th in  t h e  
personal  p re roga t ive  of t he  works manager t o  n e g o t i a t e ,  a r e  now 



snatched from him t o  a  c e n t r a l  department i n  London. . . . With t h i s  
comes a  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s ,  f o r  want of a  b e t t e r  d e s c r i p t i o n  
an a f f l u e n t  p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n  of t echn ic i ans ,  supe rv i so r s  and 
c l e r k s  . . . 30 

It was e a r l i e r  argued t h a t  t h e  hypotheses advanced by Kerr and 

S iege l  su f f e red  from s e v e r a l  weaknesses from the  o u t s e t .  The unfolding 

of t rends  during the  post-war per iod  has  brought t he  theory f u r t h e r  i n t o  

ques t ion ,  a t  l e a s t  i n s o f a r  a s  i t s  a p p l i c a b i l i t y  t o  t he  B r i t i s h  experience 

is concerned. The main con t r ibu t ion  t h a t  Kerr and S i e g e l  have made is  

t h a t  they have s t r e s s e d  the  importance of environmental f a c t o r s .  By s o  

doing t h e i r  work se rves  a s  an e x c e l l e n t  c o r r e c t i v e  t o  t h e  narrow scope of 

( 
much e a r l i e r  research .  Kerr and Sdegel can b e  considered a s  c r i t i c s  of 

t he  micro-level approach s o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t o  many human r e l a t i o n s  s t u d i e s .  

Their  macro-approach i s  a  good example of t he  s o r t  of framework t h a t  has  

been advocated elsewhere by John T. Dunlop. Such a  framework "involves 

the  i n t e r a c t i o n  and accommodation of union and management o rgan i sa t ion  

i n  an economic, technologica l  and s o c i a l  contex t .  1 1 3 1  

Kerr and S iege l  end t h e i r  s h o r t  s tudy wi th  a  gene ra l  p r e s c r i p t i o n  

f o r  e i t h e r  reducing o r  he ighten ing  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  I n  o rde r  t o  re- 

duce t h e  i n t e n s i t y  of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  t he  au thors  recommend t h a t  

both the  worker and the  employer be  i n t e g r a t e d  a s  f u l l y  a s  p o s s i b l e  i n t o  

the  genera l  s o c i e t y .  I f  t h e  converse i s  d e s i r e d ,  namely i f  one wished 

t o  i nc rease  i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t ,  then the  app ropr i a t e  course of a c t i o n  

would e n t a i l  some mechanism whereby workers were s o c i a l l y  i s o l a t e d  s o  

they could evolve segregated o rgan i sa t ion .  The problem wi th  proposa ls  of 

t h i s  s o r t  i s  t h a t  they s t a r t  from t h e  i n i t i a l  premise t h a t  i n d u s t r i a l  



45 

c o n f l i c t  i s  amenable t o  manipulation. The p re sen t  s tudy  d i f f e r s  from 

many s t u d i e s  i n  i n d u s t r i a l  sociology i n s o f a r  a s  we make no pre l iminary  

assumption t h a t  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  o r  t r a d e  unionism i s  open t o  manipulat ion 

o r  con t ro l .  

An examination of t he  subs tance  of Kerr and S i e g e l ' s  p r e s c r i p t i o n  

r a i s e s  f u r t h e r  ques t ions .  The au thors  l a y  themselves open t o  a t t a c k  

f o r  engaging i n  a r a t h e r  vu lga r  type of environmental determinism. Many 

f a c t o r s  which he lp  t o  engender group o r  c l a s s  consciousness cannot b e  

d i r e c t l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t he  i n d u s t r i a l  environment. Consciousness may t ake  

1 a cons iderab le  ~ e r i o d  t o  develop. Even f i t  were a f e a s i b l e  p r o j e c t ,  

(which i t  i s  n o t ) ,  a s o c i a l  programme whereby workers were i s o l a t e d  and 

l e f t  t o  develop t h e i r  own form of o r g a n i s a t i o n  would n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  

y i e l d  e i t h e r  group consciousness o r  i n d u s t r i a l  m i l i t ancy .  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE ANALYSIS OF UNOFFICIAL ACTION 

Unoff icial  Action and the  His tory  of Trade Unionism 

This chapter  w i l l  a t tempt  t o  sharpen our app rec i a t ion  of t he  

terms "unof f i c i a l "  and "informal" a s  qhey a r e  used i n  t h e  present  s tudy .  

It i s  h e l p f u l  t o  s t a r t  by reviewing 

movements i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of B r i t i s h  

rendered more d i f f i c u l t  by the  f a c t  

labour movement have tended t o  dwel 

some p a s t  examples of u n o f f i c i a l  

t r a d e  unionism. The endeavour is  

t h a t  h i s t o r i a n s  of t h e  B r i t i s h  

1 almost exc lus ive ly  on the  evo lu t  

of permanent and e s t ab l i shed  t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t ions .  

The work of Sidney and Beat r ice  Webb has exer ted  a  s t rong  and 

l a s t i n g  inf luence  on the h i s t o r i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of B r i t i s h  t r a d e  

ion  

unionism. As V.  L. Allen r a t h e r  b l u n t l y  no te s ,  " there  was, i n  a sense ,  

no t r ade  union h i s t o r y  u n t i l  they wrote it."' The Webbs a r e  b e s t  known 

f o r  t h e i r  c l a s s i c  s tudy e n t i t l e d  His tory  of Trade Unionism f i r s t  

published i n  1902 and subsequently r ev i sed  and up-dated f o r  a  1920 

ed i t ion .*  Less a t t e n t i o n  i s  gene ra l ly  paid t o  t h e  Webbs' e a r l i e r  and 

more t h e o r e t i c a l  work I n d u s t r i a l  ~ e m o c r a c y ~  which o f f e r s  an a n a l y s i s  of 

the s t r u c t u r e ,  func t ion  and methods of t r a d e  unionism i n  Br i t a in  a s  i t  

developed i n  the  n ine teenth  century.  The h i s t o r i c a l  and s o c i o l o g i c a l  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of B r i t i s h  t r ade  unionism developed by the  Webbs has 

s ince  never been s e r i o u s l y  chal lenged.  In p a r t  t h i s  may be due t o  t h e  

lack of any s tudy t h a t  addresses  i t s e l f  t o  t h e  problems r a i s e d  by t h e  



Webbs. H. A .  Turner has  noted t h a t  s i n c e  the  Webbs, "nobody has  a t -  

tempted (or a t  l e a s t ,  succeeded i n )  an emulation of t h e i r  c l a s s i c  s tudy  

of t r a d e  unionism's h i s t o r y  and cha rac t e r  a t  l a r g e .  I14 

The inf luence  of t he  Webbs' work i s  p a r t l y  r e spons ib l e  f o r  a 

neg lec t  of those informal o r  unof i c i a l  a spec t s  of t r a d e  union behaviour f 
i 

t h a t  have cha rac t e r i s ed  the  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r i c a l  experience.  The Webbs' 

approach t o  the  s tudy of t r ade  unionism was p r imar i ly  o r i e n t a t e d  towards 

formal o rgan i sa t iona l  development. It i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  d e t e c t  i n  t h e i r  

work a  consequent neg lec t  of t h e  appearance and disappearance of in-  

formal movements. This argument i s  developed by V.  L. Allen.  With 

r e f e rence  t o  The History of Trade Unionism he argues t h a t ,  r a t h e r  than  

being concerned with what t he  t i t l e  sugges ts ,  t he  Webbs i n  f a c t  focus 

almost exc lus ive ly  on the  h i s t o r y  of "formal, cont inuously ope ra t ing  

t r a d e  union organisa t ions"  --a preoccupation which leads  the  Webbs " to 

neg lec t  ephemeral bodies o r  t o  dismiss  t h e i r  ex i s t ence  a s  being of no 

h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f  icance.l15 Allen a l s o  sugges ts  t h a t  t he  Webbs s e r i o u s l y  

neglec ted  the  e a r l y  h i s t o r y  of t r a d e  unionism i n  t h e  e igh teen th  century .  

The Webbs' t reatment  of t he  machine-wrecking t h a t  took p l ace  i n  

t he  e a r l y  period of B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  i s  a  good i l l u s t r a t i o n  of 

t h e i r  genera l  approach towards movements lack ing  "continuous organisa t ion ."  

They r e f e r  b r i e f l y  t o  the  "Luddite" upheavals of 1811 and 1812 when 

r i o t o u s  mobs of manual workers, a c t i n g  under some s o r t  of organis -  
a t i o n ,  went about des t roying  t e x t i l e  machinery and sometimes 
wrecking f a c t o r i e s .  To what ex t en t  t h i s  had any d i r e c t  connection 
wi th  the  Trade Union Movement seems t o  u s ,  pending more p e n e t r a t i n g  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t h e  unpublished evidence, somewhat unce r t a in .  6 



The Webbs o f f e r  no explanat ion f o r  Luddism o t h e r  than t o  c i t e  s e l e c t e d  

r e p o r t s  by l o c a l  d igna to r i e s  of t he  per iod .  For ins tance ,  i n  1812 a  

c e r t a i n  General Maitland wrote t o  t he  Home Secre ta ry  t o  convey t h e  i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  t he  movement was a  despera td  l a s t  a t tempt  " to  do t h a t  by 

fo rce  which they had not  succeeded i n  c a r r y i n g  i n t o  e f f e c t  a s  they 

usua l ly  d id  by o the r  means."7 From these  r e p o r t s  t he  r eade r  i s  given 

an impression of the  movement t h a t  t he  Webbs appear t o  sha re .  Such a  

viewpoint sees  the  machine-breaking a s  a  f u t i l e  a c t  of despera t ion .  

Throughout t h e i r  wr i t i ngs  the  two foremost founders of Fabianism main- 

ta ined  the  assumption t h a t  d i r e c t  a c t i o n  was bound t o  be l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  

than peacefu l  nego t i a t i on  . 
8  

E.  J .  Hobsbawm's s h o r t  essay  on t h e  machine breakers  o f f e r s  some 

f u r t h e r  i n s i g h t s  and serves  t o  c o r r e c t  some of t h e  misconceptions p a r t l y  

a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  the wr i t i ngs  of t he  Webbs. For example, a l though 

Luddism i s  gene ra l ly  assoc ia ted  wi th  t h e  i n c i d e n t s  of machine-breaking 

t h a t  occurred between 1811 and 1813, outbreaks of machine-breaking were 

not  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  those years .  Hobsbawm sugges ts  t h a t  t h e  phenomenon 

probably o r ig ina t ed  i n  the  seventeenth century  o r  even e a r l i e r  and con- 

t inued u n t i l  around 1830. Hobsbawm d i s t i n g u i s h e s  two types of machine- 

breaking.  The f i r s t  type implies  no p a r t i c u l a r  h o s t i l i t y  t o  machines 

a s  such, bu t  s ees  t he  ac t ion  a s  one means of e x e r t i n g  pressure  on employ- 

e r s .  The second type implies  a  concre te  express ion  of h o s t i l i t y  t o  t h e  

in t roduct ion  of new machines, e s p e c i a l l y  where labour  i n t e r e s t s  a r e  t o  

be a f f e c t e d  i n  some way. There a r e  s e v e r a l  v a r i a n t s  of t he  f i r s t  type  



of wrecking. Hobsbawm r e f e r s  t o  t he  prevalence of what he  c a l l s  

" c o l l e c t i v e  barga in ing  by r i o t .  l v 9  Rather than i n t e r p r e t i n g  any des- 

t r u c t i o n  involved a s  wanton a c t s  aimed a t  'the machines, Hobsbawm s e e s  i 
wrecking a s  "simply a technique of t r a d e  unionism i n  the  per iod  before ,  

and during the  e a r l y  phases o f ,  the  I n d u s t r i a l  Revolution. "10 The tech-  

nique had c e r t a i n  advantages over a simple absent ion  from work. This 

was e s p e c i a l l y  s o  i n  the  case of domestic i ndus t ry  where a c o l l e c t i v e  

withdrawal of labour  was not  always e a s i l y  organised.  The e t h i c  of 

s o l i d a r i t y  took time t o  l ea rn .  It i s  a l s o  q u i t e  probable t h a t  machine- 

wrecking was seen a s  a way t o  i n su re  a g a i n s t  t h e  use of s t r i ke -b reake r s .  

Hobsbawm suggests  t h a t  i n  the  f i n a l  a n a l y s i s  the  t a c t i c  of 

machine-breaking needs be appraised i n  terms of i t s  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .  

While t h e  Webbs a r e  c o r r e c t  i n  po in t ing  out  t h e  r ap id  d e f e a t  of Luddism 

between 1811 and 1812, Hobsbawm argues t h a t  i t  would be a mistake t o  

11 
conclude t h a t  machine-breaking in g e n e r a l  never  succeeded. He argues 

t h a t  t h e  technique was well-adapted t o  t h e  condi t ions  of e a r l y  indus t -  

r i a l i s m .  There appears t o  be i n s u f f i c i e n t  evidence t h a t  o the r  forms of 

p re s su re  would have been more e f f e c t i v e .  

The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  the  misconceptions over t he  Luddite move- 

ment cannot be e n t i r e l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t he  Webbs who d id ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  no t e  

t h a t  t h e i r  research  on the  ques t ion  was inadequate .  To a g r e a t e r  degree 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  ought t o  r e s t  with those  subsequent h i s t o r i a n s  who have 

u n c r i t i c a l l y  accepted the Webbs' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  i n  s p i t e  of t he  Webbs' 

own r e se rva t ions .  In f a c t ,  only r e c e n t l y  have h i s t o r i a n s  of t r a d e  



unionism begun 40 s e r i o u s l y  cha l lenge  d e t a i l s  of t h e  Webbs' i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n  of t he  h i s t o r y  of English t r a d e  unionism. 

Allen argues t h a t  t he  reason f o r  t h e  Webbs' neg lec t  of such in-  

formal s o c i a l  movements i s  t o  be found i n  t h e i r  conception of h i s t o r i c a l  

r e sea rch .  In t he  preface  t o  t h e i r  work they o u t l i n e  t h e i r  understanding 

of h i s t o r i c a l  r e sea rch .  "History" they contend "must, i f  i t  is t o  be 

h i s t o r y  a t  a l l ,  fol low the  course of continuous o rgan i sa t ions .  1112 

However, a s  Allen c o r r e c t l y  p o i n t s  ou t ,  an o rgan i sa t ion  can opera te  

cont inuously f o r  a  long period o r  an extremely s h o r t  per iod .  It is  the  

h i s t o r i a n  who must make a  judgment a s  t o  t he  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of any p a r t -  

i c u l a r  o rgan i sa t ion .  Despite t h e i r  c laim t o  have w r i t t e n  a va lue- f ree  

h i s t o r y  of t r ade  unionism the  Webbs' work i s  i n e v i t a b l y  inf luenced by 

t h e i r  own judgments of the  r e l a t i v e  importance of c e r t a i n  movements. A 

f u r t h e r  explana t ion  might be found i n  t he  p o l i t i c a l  philosophy of t h e  

Webbs. Although t h e  Webbs always maintained t h a t  t h e i r  s c h o l a r l y  work 

was t o t a l l y  n e u t r a l ,  it i s  ev ident  t h a t  t h e i r  emphasis on formally 

organised t r a d e  union organisa t ion  d id  s u i t  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  p r e d i l e c t i o n s .  

A s  t he  leading  t h e o r e t i c i a n s  of English Fabianism, t he  Webbs s tood i n  

t o t a l  oppos i t ion  t o  such u n o f f i c i a l  rank-and-f i le  movements a s  t he  Shop 

Stewards' movement. Much l a t e r ,  fol lowing the  d e f e a t  of t he  1926 

genera l  s t r i k e ,  Bea t r ice  Webb could h a r d l y  conceal  h e r  g l e e .  Wri t ing 

i n  h e r  d i a r y  she r e g i s t e r e d  the  opinion t h a t  subsequent h i s t o r i a n s  would 

regard the  s t r i k e  "as the  death gasp of t h a t  pern ic ious  d o c t r i n e  of 

'workers '  c o n t r o l '  of publ ic  a f f a i r s  through the  t r a d e  unions and by 



t he  method of d i r e c t  action."13 In t h e  same 

c r i b e  the  d o c t r i n e  of workers '  c o n t r o l  a s  "a 

e n t r y  she went on t o  des- 

p r o l e t a r i a n  dis temper.  " 

A f u r t h e r  r e a p p r a i s a l  of some of t h e  Webbs' h i s t o r i c a l  work i s  

t o  be found i n  H. A.  Turner 's  s tudy of t he  development of the  co t ton  

unions i n  B r i t a i n .  l4 Turner argues t h a t  t r a d e  unionism came i n t o  p l ay  

in  the  co t ton  indus t ry  a t  a  much e a r l i e r  po in t  i n  time than has commonly 

been acknowledged. He a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  neg lec t  of t h e  e a r l y  t r a d e  union- 

ism i n  t h e  indus t ry  by labour h i s t o r i a n s  t o  an over-emphasis on con- 

t inuous formal t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t ion .  He a l s o  makes the  observa t ion  

t h a t  some i n t e r e s t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  p a r a l l e l s  may be drawn. For ins tance :  

In many ways, i n  f a c t ,  t h e  e a r l y  co t ton  unions resembled the  
' u n o f f i c i a l  movements' which have s o  f r equen t ly  embarrassed 
o f f i c i a l  B r i t i s h  union leadersh ips  i n  modern times.15 

A t h i r d ,  and most we l l  known example of an u n o f f i c i a l  movement 

i s  the  shop s tewards '  movement which reached i t s  g r e a t e s t  s t r eng th  

during and immediately fol lowing,  World War I. The r i s e  and d e c l i n e  

of t he  movement i n  t he  engineering indus t ry  has  been e x c e l l e n t l y  

chronic led  by Branko ~ r i b i g e v i :  i n  a  work e n t i t l e d  The Shop Stewards ' 

Movement and the  Demand for Workers' Control,  1910-1924. l6 Workers ' 

c o n t r o l  i s  def ined  by ~ r i b i g e v i l  t o  mean "the replacement of t he  c a p i t a l -  

i s t  i n d u s t r i a l  system by a  new i n d u s t r i a l  o rde r  i n  which t h e  i n d u s t r i e s  

of the  country w i l l  be con t ro l l ed  ( p a r t l y  o r  completely) by a s s o c i a t i o n s  

of the  workers employed i n  those i n d u s t r i e s .  "17 ~ r i b i f e v i g  a t tempts  t o  

d e l i n e a t e  some of the  condi t ions  which he lp  t o  account f o r  both the  

success  and the  f a i l u r e  of t he  movement between 1910 and 1924. A 



combination of economic and p o l i t i c a l  condi t ions  gave an a l t o g e t h e r  

new urgency t o  t he  demand f o r  shop-floor c o n t r o l  i n  t he  f ac to ry .  The 

t h e o r e t i c a l  weakness of t he  formal t r ade  union leadersh ip  aided t h e  

rap id  r i s e  of a m i l i t a n t  rank-and-f i le  leadersh ip  which developed 

demands which were addressed t o  both the  s h o r t  and the  long-term 

d i f f i c u l t i e s  f ac ing  ord inary  workers. Some of the  same ques t ions  

t h a t  a r e  considered by ~ r i b i d e v i d  with r e spec t  t o  t he  e a r l y  shop 

s tewards '  movement might be asked of subsequent u n o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union 

movements which have appeared. 

One of t he  f i r s t  quest ions t h a t  may be asked of any u n o f f i c i a l  

movement i s  why and how i t  emerged i n  t he  f i r s t  p lace .  One answer 
* 

might be found i n  terms of some perceived f a i l u r e  on the  p a r t  of t he  

o f f i c i a l  o rgan i sa t ion .  Daniel Bel l  makes such a po in t :  

H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  t he  trade-union has  been a r e s t r i c t i v e  and pro- 
t e c t i v e  organiza t ion ,  a c t i n g  t o  defend workers '  i n t e r e s t s .  
Where the  union has  become an instrument t o  "control"  t he  
workers,  i n  t he  i n t e r e s t s  of n a t i o n a l  u n i t y  o r  f o r  t he  s t a t e ,  
workers have formed s u b s t i t u t e  bodies .  This was the  h i s t o r y  
of the  shop-stewards' movement i n  B r i t a i n  during World War I and 
of t h e  workers '  counci l s  i n  Poland i n  October, 1956.l8 

~ r i b i c / e v i g  o f f e r s  a s i m i l a r  argument t o  provide a p a r t i a l  explanat ion f o r  

t he  emergence of the  shop s tewards '  movement i n  B r i t a i n  between 1910 and 

1924. A t  t h e  same time he emphasizes t he  need t o  app rec i a t e  t he  e x i s t -  

ence of broader ob jec t ive  and s u b j e c t i v e  condi t ions  which helped f o s t e r  

t he  u n o f f i c i a l  movement. The p re sen t  t h e s i s  develops a somewhat s i m i l a r  

argument. Certain f a i l u r e s  of t he  o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union movement have 



r e s u l t e d  i n  t he  emergence of s u b s t i t u t e  bodies  which have been a b l e  t o  

ope ra t e  with cons iderable  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  i n  cond i t i ons  of r e l a t i v e l y  f u l l  

employment. 

The second ques t ion  concerns t h e  impact t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  movements 

e x e r t  on o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t ion  and po l i cy .  In  h i s  s tudy  

~ r ib i ; ev i c /  po in t s  t o  some of t he  long term e f f e c t s  of t h e  Shop Stewards 

and Workers' Committee Movement i n  t he  engineer ing  indus t ry .  

F i r s t ,  i t  made an important con t r ibu t ion  t o  t he  o f f i c i a l  amalgam- 
a t i o n  of t h e  engineering unions i n  1920. It c rea t ed  a  s p i r i t  of 
u n i t y  i n  t h e  indus t ry  which overcame the  deep-seated c r a f t  pre- 
jud ices  and s e c t i o n a l  exc lus iveness .  Second, and perhaps more 
important ,  it  helped t o  win f o r  t h e  workshop o rgan i sa t ion  a  
permanent p l ace  i n  t h e  t r ade  union s t r u c t u r e .  The g r e a t  impact of 
t h e  SS and WCM on the  whole labour movement was l a r g e l y  r e spons ib l e  
f o r  t he  gene ra l  acceptance of workshop organiza t ion  a s  a  permanent 
i n s t i t u t i o n .  O f f i c i a l  r ecogn i t i on  c o s t  i t  a  good d e a l  of i t s  power, 
bu t  t h i s  was compensated f o r  by the  s t a b i l i t y  which r ecogn i t i on  gave 
i t  -19  

The ex ten t  t o  which "workshop o rgan i sa t ion  a s  a  permanent i n s t i t u t i o n "  

has become formalized i s  considered i n  Chapters Five and Seven. The 

p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  such o rgan i sa t ions  a r e  becoming the  o b j e c t  of increas ing  

a t t a c k  from employers and the  s t a t e  i s  d i scussed  in  Chapter Six. 

The t h i r d  problem concerns t he  consciousness  t h a t  accompanies unof- 

f i c i a l  t r a d e  union movements. One approach t o  the  problem involves 

re ference  t o  one of t he  s tandard  concepts  which Marxists have used t o  

expla in  c e r t a i n  t rends  i n  labour movements - t he  concept of "spontanei ty."  

Lenin 's  a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h i s  concept i n  What Is To Be   one?^' i s  reviewed 

b r i e f l y  i n  the  concluding chapter .  Although c e r t a i n  ob jec t ions  can be 



r a i s e d  with r e spec t  t o  a spec t s  of L a i n ' s  theory  h i s  c e n t r a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between " t rade  union consciousness" and " s o c i a l i s t  consciousness" can 

prove h e l p f u l  i n  examining the  consciousness t h a t  develops out  of un- 

o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  informal  p a t t e r n s  of t r a d e  

unionism. 

Trade Unionism and Organization 

In 1966, 42 per  cent  of t h e  es t imated  t o t a l  number of employees 

working in  t he  United Kingdom were organised i n t o  unions o r  a s s o c i a t i o n s  I 

which negot ia ted  with employers on ques t ions  r e l a t i n g  t o  condi t ions  of 
0 

employment.21 S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  i n  B r i t a i n ,  a  country wi th  one of t h e  
I 
I 

h ighes t  unionized workforces i n  t he  western c a p i t a l i s t  world, t he  s i t u a t i o n  Y 
I 

i s  s t i l l  one whereby the  ma jo r i t y  of employees remain unorganised. Not IS 
ll 

I 

s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  the  a v a i l a b l e  evidence sugges ts  t h a t ,  a l though no t  unknown, 

s t r i k e s  by non-unionized workers a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e .  k o r g a n i s e d  workers 

do, on occasion, take  s t r i k e  a c t i o n ,  bu t  l i t t l e  information i s  a v a i l a b l e .  

The s t a t i s t i c s  suppl ied  by the  Department of Employment and P roduc t iv i ty  

group toge ther  s t r i k e s  by unorganised workers along with lock-outs .  In 

t h e  per iod  1964 t o  1967 t h e  Department recorded an average of 24 such 

stoppages each yea r .  The stoppages involved 3,200 workers and r e s u l t e d  

i n  t h e  l o s s  of 24,000 working days. When they do occur s t r i k e s  by un- 

organised workers o f t e n  take up the  ques t ion  of union r ecogn i t i on .  
22 

The present  s tudy i s  p r imar i ly  concerned with the  organised 

s e c t o r  of the  workforce. That s e c t o r  inc ludes  a l l  t he  major a r eas  of 



B r i t i s h  indus t ry .  The non-unionized s e c t o r  gene ra l ly  covers those as-  

pec t s  of work which, f o r  a  v a r i e t y  of reasons,  have proved d i f f i c u l t  

t o  organise .  Those i n  t he  workforce who a r e  non-unionized c o n s t i t u t e  

a  changing mosaic of occupat ions.  The f a t e  of unorganised workers is  

c l o s e l y  l inked t o  t he  fo r tunes  o r  misfor tunes  of the  organised labour  

movement. Thus W i l l i a m  H. Miernyk argues t h a t  one of the  reasons why 

t r a d e  unionism has  f a i l e d  t o  make s e r i o u s  inroads  amongst American 

whi te -co l la r  workers i s  because these  unorganised workers have been t h e  

b e n e f i c i a r i e s  of "tandem" gains won by organised labour .  23 Although 

I 

most s t r i k e r s  a r e  organised i n t o  some form of t r a d e  union o rgan i sa t ions  
# 

2 4 
i t  i s  n o t  a  necessary  condi t ion  f o r  t h e  occurrence of s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  

I 

I 
t 

The Meaning of Unoff ic ia l  Act ion 
I 

E a r l i e r  i n  the  s tudy t h e  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  was def ined  a s  a co l -  

l e c t i v e  stoppage of work undertaken t o  b r ing  p re s su re  on employers t h a t  

i s  no t  formally and pub l i c ly  

i t i o n  i s  very  s i m i l a r  t o  t he  

by K.C. J . C .  Knowles. In h i s  

endorsed by a  union execut ive.  This de f in -  

d e f i n i t i o n  of an  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  provided 

book on s t r i k e s  Knowles de f ines  an unof- 

f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a s  one "which i s  not  recognized by the  Executive Committee 

of a  ~ n i o n . " ~ ~  We may now suggest  c e r t a i n  e l abo ra t ions  t o  t h i s  de f in -  

i t i o n .  One such attempt has  been made by Alvin Gouldner i n  h i s  book 

Wildcat s t r i k e s L 6  a s tudy of an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  t h a t  took p l ace  i n  a  

small  r u r a l  community in  t he  nor thern  United S t a t e s .  Gouldner's a n a l y s i s  

of t he  s t r i k e  was p a r t  of a  broader i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  a  gypsum mining 



and processing opera t ion .  The s t r i k e  which Gouldner s tud ied  took p l ace  

i n  t h e  su r f ace  f a c t o r y  processing opera t ion  and involved about 150 

workers from va r ious  departments. The s t r i k e  was an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  

i n  t he  sense t h a t  i t  was not  endorsed by t h e  union execut ive .  Gouldner 

r e f e r s  t o  t he  s t r i k e  a s  a  "wildcat" s t r i k e  adopting the  convent ional  

North American term f o r  an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e .  

Certain cons ide ra t ions  should be borne i n  mind when d i scuss ing  

Gouldner's s tudy .  F i r s t ,  t he  work s i t u a t i o n  inves t iga t ed  could s c a r c e l y  

be descr ibed  a s  t y p i c a l .  Gouldner p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  t h e  s t r i k e  took p l ace  

i n  a  community which "was s t ' i l l  very  f a r  from being maturely urbanized. I127 

A second cons idera t ion  i s  the broader  ques t ion  of how much the  soc io lo -  

g i s t  can gene ra l i ze  from any one s tudy of a  p a r t i c u l a r  event  o r  exper-  

ience.  Gouldner apparent ly  be l i eves  t h a t  h i s  observa t ions ,  which a r e  

o f t e n  q u i t e  i n s i g h t f u l ,  provide s u f f i c i e n t  b a s i s  f o r  a  more gene ra l i s ed  

theory of s o c i a l  behaviour.  A t  the  end of t h e  s tudy Gouldner formulates  

a  theory  of "group t ens  ions . " 

Considerat ions such a s  t hese  do n o t ,  however, a f f e c t  t h e  b a s i c  

s p e c i f i c a t i o n s  t h a t  Gouldner develops f o r  understanding some of t h e  

d i f f e r e n t  types of wi ldca t  s t r i k e .  Gouldner argues t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  two 

d i s t i n c t  types of wi ldca t  s t r i k e .  The f i r s t  type i s  t h e  "pseudo-wildcat" 

which i s  def ined a s  "a s t r i k e  i n  which the  formal union l eade r s  pre tend  

t o  have l i t t l e  c o n t r o l  over t h e  s i t u a t i o n  bu t  a c t u a l l y  e x e r t  concealed 

in f luence  on i t s  course.  "28 The second type  of wi ldca t  i s  "one i n  which 

the  formal union l eade r s  have a c t u a l l y  l o s t  c o n t r o l  and t h e  s t r i k e  i s  



l ed  by ind iv idua l s  whose p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  formal  s t r u c t u r e  does n o t  

p r e s c r i b e  such a  r o l e  f o r  them. "29 In such circumstances Gouldner sug- 

g e s t s  t h e  term "genuine w i ldca t  ." Gouldner t hus  in t roduces  t he  pos- 

s i b i l i t y  of some s o r t  of cover t  suppor t  coming from the  union execut ive .  

The same year  a s  t h e  pub l i ca t i on  of Gouldner 's  book, a  s h o r t  

a n a l y s i s  of t he  1951 New York wi ldca t  dock s t r i k e  appeared. 30 m e  

au tho r ,  Robert Lamson, a t tempts  t o  exp la in  t h e  s t r i k e  i n  terms of t h e  

p e c u l i a r  s t r u c t u r e  of t he  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  ~ongshoremen ' s  Assoc ia t ion .  He 

views t h e  s t r i k e  a s  a  r a t i o n h l  means of a t t a i n i n g  c e r t a i n  ends.  Larnson 

examines t h r e e  p ropos i t i ons  t o  account f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  u se s  t h a t  any wild-  

c a t  s t r i k e  may have f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  i n d i v i d u a l s .  

F i r s t ,  i t  can be a  means by which union l e a d e r s  may ga in  t h e i r  
pe r sona l  and union ends without  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of formal ly  c a l -  
l i n g  a  s t r i k e  .... Second, i t  can be a  means by which ind iv idua l s  and 
groups o u t s i d e  t h e  system may ga in  c o n t r o l  of t h e  union .... Third, 
a  w i ldca t  s t r i k e  can be a  means by which i n d i v i d ~ ~ l s  and groups 
w i th in  t h e  system may ga in  c o n t r o l  of t h e  union.  

The f i r s t  p ropos i t i on  corresponds t o  Gouldner 's  "pseudo-wildcat." 

Lamson and Gouldner both po in t  ou t  t h a t  t h e  pseudo-wildcat s t r i k e  may be 

l ed  by c e r t a i n  union l eade r s  who thereby  f i n d  a  means of enhancing t h e i r  

p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  eyes of t he  rank-and-f i le .  Such an observa t ion  can r e a l l y  

do no more than expla in  t he  p a r t  played by i n d i v i d u a l  union o f f i c e r s .  As 

an exp lana t ion  of any wi ldca t  i t  would seem t o  be  a  most u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  

exp lana t ion .  S t r i k e s  would no t  u s u a l l y  appear  t o  be e x p l i c a b l e  merely 

i n  terms of t h e  persona l  mot iva t ion  of c e r t a i n  i n d i v i d u a l s .  

A b a s i c  d i s t i n c t  ion between t h e  ' 'pseudo-unoff i c  i a l "  and t h e  



"genuine-unoff ic ia l"  s t r i k e  would appear t o  be a p p l i c a b t c t o  t h e  

B r i t i s h  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  experience.  H. A. Clegg, f o r  i n s t ance  n o t e s  

how t r a d e  union o f f i c i a l s  have been known t o  h i n t  t o  shop s tewards t h a t  

some s o r t  of demonstration of t h e  members' w i l l i ngnes s  t o  t ake  s t r i k e  

a c t i o n  would be h e l p f u l  t o  t he  union n e g o t i a t o r s '  barga in ing  p o s i t i o n .  3 2 

The u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  i s  sometimes i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a d i r e c t  cha l -  

lenge t o  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  of union l eade r s .  This need n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  be 

t h e  case .  Union l eade r s  may n o t  be a b l e  t o  support  an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  
a 

due t o  t he  very  n a t u r e  of t he  union r u l e s .  An example i s  given by H. A. 

Turner who r e p o r t s  on t h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of d e c l a r i n g  a s t r i k e  o f f i c i a l  i n  

t h e  case  of t he  Nat ional  Union of Vehicle Bui lders .  The General 

Sec re t a ry  of t h e  union explained t h e  problem: 

... under t h e  r e l e v a n t  r u l e  of t h e  Union a s t r i k e  by any s e c t i o n  of 
t h e  membership could on ly  be au tho r i s ed  by a gene ra l  b a l l o t  i n  which 
two-thirds  of t he  Union's members voted and two-thirds  of t hose  
v o t i n g  supported t h i s  ac t i on .  He had never  found any d i f f i c u l t y  i n  
g e t t i n g  two-thirds  of t h e  v o t e r s  t o  approve an Executive proposa l  on 
t h e s e  ma t t e r s .  But i t  was impossible t o  ge t  two-thirds  of t h e  mem- 
be r s  t o  vo t e .  33 

S t r i k e s  i n  B r i t a i n  o f t e n  begin without  o f f i c i a l  suppor t  bu t  l a t e r  

ga in  such support .  The d i f f i c u l t y  encountered by t h e  s t r i k e r s  i n  con- 

t a c t i n g  a union o f f i c i a l  who has  some knowledge of t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  

d i s p u t e  may be one reason.  The r e g u l a r  channels  may involve  going 

through p r o t r a c t e d  procedures whereby a dec i s ion  could on ly  be reached 

when a l l  i s  p a s t  h i s t o r y .  To some e x t e n t  t h e  need f o r  f l e x i b i l i t y  i s  

r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  approach of many Unions Executives who do recognise  t h e  



need f o r  some s o r t  of r e t r o s p e c t i v e  r a t i f i c a t i o n .  G'1960 the  TUC 

Report es t imated t h a t  " in  about h a l f  t h e  cases  repor ted  t o  t h e  General 

Council where s t r i k e s  began without  o f f i c i a l  sanc t ion ,  t h e  unions pa id  

d i spu te  b e n e f i t .  "34 Whether such support  i s  forthcoming o f t e n  revolves  

around the  kind of i s sues  involved i n  t h e  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e .  Union 

execut ives  might hold percept ions  d i f f e r e n t  from those of t he  rank-and- 

f i l e  on the  sub jec t  of j u s t  what does c o n s t i t u t e  a " legi t imate" t r a d e  

union i s sue .  In t h i s  regard one can expect  vary ing  behaviour from 

d i f f e r e n t  unions. One vie; has  been f o r t h r i g h t l y  expressed by Ted H i l l ,  

General Secre ta ry  of t he  Boilermakers Socie ty ,  when he s a i d  t h a t  " i f  a 

s t r i k e  is  on a ques t ion  of wages we have got  t o  support  i t .  Sometimes 

i t  has got  t o  be u n o f f i c i a l  but  i f  i t  i s  f o r  t h e  purpose f o r  which unions 

were formed I can always f i n d  a way t o  j u s t i f y  i t .  1135 

Knowles c i t e s  a former Clydeside shop steward, W. Gallacher,  who 

draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  what he c a l l s  "spontaneous" s t r i k e s  where t h e  choice  

f o r  t h e  s t r i k e r s  i s  "submitting o r  f i g h t i n g .  "36 Eldridge and Cameron 

take  up t h e  same po in t ,  sugges t ing  t h e  idea  of "per i shable  d isputes"  

where 

speed of a c t i o n  i s  placed a t  a premium by t h e  s t r i k e r s .  They might 
a r i s e  i n  circumstances where i t  i s  e i t h e r  impossible  t o  con tac t  t h e  
union o f f i c i a l ,  o r  where i t  i s  f e l t  t h a t  by t h e  time t h e  i s s u e  has  
gone through the  nego t i a t i ng  procedure t h a t  b a t t l e  w i l l  have been 
l o s t .  3 7 

It i s  h e l p f u l  t o  consider  t h e  e f f i c a c y  of making too  r i g i d  a d i s -  

t i n c t i o n  between o f f i c i a l  and u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  Such a p o i n t  w a s  made 



i n  t h e  r e p o r t  t o  t he  Trades Union congr4 ' s  of 1960. 

It may be formal ly  c o r r e c t  t o  d e f i n e  an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a s  one 
which takes  p l ace  con t r a ry  t o  union r u l e s  and c o n t r a r y  t o  agreed 
procedures .  But such a  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  n o t  h e l p f u l .  The s t r i k e r s  
a r e  au toma t i ca l l y  put  i n  t h e  wrong and t h e  problem i s  t h e r e f o r e  
shown a s  one of 'how t o  persuade them t o  conform, o r  t o  f o r c e  them 
t o  conform'. This l e ads  t o  t h e  proposa l  of ' s imple '  remedies: f o r  
i n s t ance ,  t he  employers should s t and  f i rm,  t h e  union should d i s -  
c i p l i n e  t h e i r  members, t he  government should l e g i s  l a t e .  The 
d e f i n i t i o n  ignores  t h e  provocat ion and does n o t  he lp  t h e  s ea rch  
f o r  b e t t e r  r e l a t i o n s . 3 8  

But whi le  it may be d i f  f r icul t  and even mis lead ing  t o  make too  hard  and 

f a s t  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between o f f i c i a l  and u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s ,  i t  i s  im-  

p o r t a n t  t o  remember t h a t  t h e  government, t h e  employers and t h e  t r a d e  

union l eade r sh ip  tend t o  a t t a c h  cons iderab le  importance t o  t h e  d i s -  

t i n c t i o n .  Furthermore, t h e  ques t i on  of whether a  s t r i k e  i s  cons idered  

t o  be o f f i c i a l  o r  u n o f f i c i a l  w i l l  g e n e r a l l y  prove important  i n  a t tempt-  

i n g  t o  understand a  p a r t i c u l a r  d i s p u t e .  The d i s t i n c t i o n  w i l l  be kep t  

i n  mind by employers dec id ing  how t o  b e s t  move a g a i n s t  a  s t r i k e .  The 

a t t i t u d e  of t h e  union execut ive  w i l l  a l s o  be an important f a c t o r  t h a t  

i s  taken i n t o  cons ide ra t i on  by management. The d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

o f f i c i a l  and u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  may a l s o  prove important i n  a t tempt ing  

t o  understand t h e  o v e r a l l  s t r a t e g i e s  developed by employers and t h e  s t a t e  

regard ing  t r a d e  unionism i n  gene ra l .  These ques t ions  a r e  taken up i n  

more d e t a i l  i n  Chapter Six when we cons ider  t h e  p a r t  played by t h e  

government i n  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  i n  B r i t a i n  between 1940 and 1969. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

AN OVERVIEW OF STRIKE TRENDS I N  BRITAIN: 1919-1969 
\ 

The Pe r s i s t ence  of S t r i k e  Action 

The comparative work of Arthur M.  Ross and Paul T. Hartman pro-  

v ides  an i n t e r e s t i n g  s t a r t i n g  po in t  from which t o  examine s t r i k e  t r ends  

i n  B r i t a i n  between 1919 and 1969. In t h e i r  s tudy  Changing Pa t t e rns  of 
1 

I n d u s t r i a l  Conf l i c t ,  Ross and Hartman argue t h a t  t h e  s t r i k e  i s  "wither ing 

away" i n  t he  Northern European c o u n t r i e s  of Denmark, t he  Netherlands,  

Germany, Norway, Sweden and the  United Kingdom. Other European c o u n t r i e s ,  

such as France and I t a l y ,  a r e  ass igned t o  what Ross and Hartman r e f e r  t o  

a s  t he  "Mediterranean-Asian Pa t t e rn , "  where they claim the  s t r i k e  i s  "no 

longer  a sus t a ined  t e s t  of economic s t r e n g t h  bu t  a b r i e f  demonstrat ion 

of p r o t e s t . " 2  Two pre l iminary  po in t s  should be made with r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  

Ross and Hartman s tudy .  F i r s t ,  t he  work i s  p r imar i l y  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  

comparison. The d i scus s ion  i n  t h i s  chap te r  w i l l  be r e s t r i c t e d  t o  an 

examination of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  exper ience  of t h e  United Kingdom. A 

wider c r i t i q u e  of t he  Ross and Hartman s tudy  would need t o  examine 

n a t i o n a l  experiences  i n  add i t i on  t o  t h a t  of B r i t a i n .  Not a l l  t he  coun- 

t r i e s  t h a t  f a l l  i n t o  t he  "Northern European" p a t t e r n  experience i d e n t i c a l  

p a t t e r n s  of behaviour.  Thus, a United Nations comparison f o r  t he  number 

of "man-days of id leness"  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  i n d u s t r i a l  d i s p u t e s  between 

1948 and 1958 revea led  t h a t  i n  t he  United Kingdom the  r a t e  per  thousand 

i n d u s t r i a l  employees was two o r  t h r e e  t imes t h e  r a t e  f o r  West Germany, 
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Scandinavia and t h e    ether lands.^ The second po in t  i s  t h a t  t h e  Ross and 

Hartman s tudy  only  extends up t o  t h e  year  1956. In t h e  B r i t i s h  case ,  

s i g n i f i c a n t  t r ends  have developed i n  t h e  per iod  s i n c e  1956. Some of 

these  t rends  a r e  d i scussed  i n  t h e  course of t he  p re sen t  chap te r .  

(a) The du ra t i on  of s t r i k e s .  

We may s t a r t  by examining Ross and Hartman's conten t ion  t h a t  i n  

the United Kingdom "the du ra t i on  of stoppages has  been s o  b r i e f  t h a t  we 

a r e  j u s t i f i e d  i n  saying t h a t  s t r i k e s  have been l a r g e l y  e l imina ted  i n  t h a t  

c o u n t r ~ . " ~  Important t o  t h e  a u t h o r s '  a n a l y s i s  i s  t he  assumption t h a t  " the 

dura t ion  of s t r i k e s  i s  one of t he  most s i g n i f i c a n t  measures of i n d u s t r i a l  

c o n f l i c t  from a  behav iou r i s t i c  a s  w e l l  a s  an economic s t andpo in t  .'15 Cer- 

t a i n  l i m i t a t i o n s  of t h i s  approach were considered e a r l i e r  i n  Chapter Two 

when we considered the  Kerr and Siege1 theory  of t h e  i n t e r - i n d u s t r y  pro- 

pens i ty  t o  s t r i k e .  
6  

The d e c l i n e  i n  t he  average d u r a t i o n  of t h e  s t r i k e  can b e s t  be 

understood by reviewing the  changing h i s t o r i c a l  condi t ions  under which 

s t r i k e  ac t i on  has  occurred i n  t h e  l a s t  h a l f  c en tu ry .  The gene ra l  pe r iod  

s ince  1919 w i l l  be examined. The per iod  1919 t o  1969 can be convenien t ly  

divided i n t o  f o u r  main pe r iods .  The f i r s t  per iod  runs from 1919 t o  t h e  

General S t r i k e  of 1926. During t h i s  per iod  employers tended t o  be on 

the  o f f ens ive ,  determined t o  r ega in  those  a r e a s  of c o n t r o l  a t  t h e  shop- 

f l o o r  l e v e l  t h a t  had been l o s t  i n  t h e  wartime pe r iod .  Although workers 

were on the  defens ive ,  they put  up cons ide rab l e  oppos i t i on .  S t r i k e s  



tended t o  be of long du ra t i on .  Workers had gained s u f f i c i e n t  confidence 

i n  t he  wartime per iod t o  enable  them t o  withstand a succession of s e r i o u s  

d e f e a t s  up t o  t he  General S t r i k e  of 1926. That major d e f e a t  marked t h e  

beginning of a new period cha rac t e r i s ed  by demora l i sa t ion  and inc reas ing  

unemployment. 'Ihe second per iod from 1927 t o  1938, included years  of  

severe unemployment. S t r i k e s  tended t o  be both fewer i n  number, and 

s h o r t e r  i n  l eng th .  Workers were very much on t h e  defens ive .  The t h i r d  

per iod inc ludes  t he  wartime per iod of 1939 t o  1945 and t h e  post-war yea r s  

up t o  1951. During the g r e a t e r  p a r t  of t h i s  pe r iod  the re  were severe  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  on the  r i g h t  t o  s t r i k e .  Since most s t r i k e r s  were both unof- 

f i c i a l  and i l l e g a l  they tended t o  be of very  s h o r t  dura t ion .  Despi te  

these  r e s t r i c t i o n s  t he  economic environment was much more conducive I 
I 

I1 

towards mi l i t ancy .  Conditions of f u l l  employment continued i n  t h e  !~ I 

fou r th  per iod ,  which covers  t he  remaining year  1952-1969. 

Some i n d i c a t i o n  of the  changing p a t t e r n  of s t r i k e s  may be gained 

from Table I V  which compares t h e  average annual  number of working days 

l o s t  pe r  s t r i k e s  f o r  four  s e l e c t e d  pe r iods  s i n c e  1919. The per iod 

1939 t o  1951 has  no t  been included f o r  comparative purposes,  due t o  t he  

p e c u l i a r l y  t runca ted  system of i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  t h a t  r e s u l t e d  from 

r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e  r i g h t  t o  s t r i k e .  



TABLE I V  

NUMBER OF WORKING DAYS LOST PER STRIKER: 
SELECTED PERIODS BETWEEN 1919 AND 1964 

Years ( i n c l u s i v e )  
Average annua l  number o f  work- 

i n g  days  l o s t  p e r  s t r i k e r  

t 

*up t o ,  b u t  n o t  i n c l u d i n g ,  t h e  General  S t r i k e  o f  1926. 

Source:  F i g u r e s  c a l c u l a t e d  from M i n i s t r y  o f  Labour s t a t i s t i c s .  
S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  1919 t o  1969 a r e  r e p r i n t e d  
i n  Table I X  a t  t h e  end o f  t h e  c h a p t e r .  



(b) Worker involvement i n  s t r i k e s  . 

In f u r t h e r  support  of t h e i r  t h e s i s  of t h e  "withering away of t h e  

s t r i k e "  Ross and Hartman in t roduce  a  second main s t a t i s t i c a l  measure 

which they term the  "membership involvement r a t i o .  " This r a t i o  measures 

t he  sum of a l l  workers involved i n  a l l  s t r i k e s  recorded dur ing  any year  

d iv ided  by the  number of union members f o r  t h a t  yea r .  Ross and Hartman 

p l o t  t h e  changes i n  t h i s  r a t i o  f o r  t h e  yea r s  1911 through t o  1955. Bet- 

ween those years  t he  t o t a l  union membership increased  from 3,139,000 t o  

8 
9,662,000. In o rde r  f o r  the  membership involvement r a t i o  t o  remain 

cons t an t ,  t he  number of workers involved i n  s t r i k e s  would, t h e r e f o r e ,  

have had t o  i nc rease  t h r e e f o l d .  Since t h i s  ha s  n o t  taken p lace ,  Ross 

and Hartman argue t h a t  t he  d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  r a t i o  suppor t s  t h e i r  t h e s i s  

t h a t  t h e  s t r i k e  i s  d i sappear ing .  This argument neg lec t s  t he  f a c t  t h a t  

more s t r i k e s  may be expected i n  t h e  e a r l y  development of any labour  

movement. There i s  no reason why, when o v e r a l l  membership i s  increased  

t h r e e f o l d ,  t he  num3er of those members engaged i n  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  should 

a l s o  be expected t o  t r i p l e .  A review of t h e  f i g u r e s  f o r  t h e  United 

Kingdom up t o  1956 r e v e a l s  t h a t  t he  "membership involvement r a t i o "  has  

i n  f a c t  f l u c t u a t e d  r a t h e r  than s i g n i f i c a n t l y  dec l ined .  

(c) Frequency of s t r i k e s  . 

Ross and Hartman tend t o  neg lec t  t h e  incidence of s t r i k e s  a s  an 

index of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  The exper ience  s i n c e  t h e  m i d - f i f t i e s  has  



shown some i n t e r e s t i n g  developments.  

The r e l a t i v e  s t a b i l i t y  f o r  B r i t a i n ' s  s t r i k e  inc idence  p r i o r  t o  

t h e  m i d - f i f t i e s  may be a s c e r t a i n e d  from Table  I X ,  l o c a t e d  a t  t h e  end of 

t h i s  c h a p t e r .  In t h e  m i d - f i f t i e s  t h e  number o f  s t r i k e s  began t o  show a  

s i g n i f i c a n t  i n c r e a s e .  This i n c r e a s e  h a s ,  t o  some e x t e n t ,  been obscured 

by developments i n  t h e  mining i n d u s t r y .  For t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  

t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  t h e  c o l l i e r i e s  have con t inued  t o  dominate t h e  h i s t o r y  

of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  i n  ~ r i t a i n . '  The number of d i s p u t e s  i n  t h e  c o a l  

i n d u s t r y  f e l l  i n  t h e  f i r s t  y e a r  o r  two a f t e r  n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n ,  and then  

began t o  r i s e  s t e a d i l y ,  r e a c h i n g  a  peak i n  1957. Since  t h e n  t h e  number 

o f  s t r i k e s  i n  mining h a s  f a l l e n .  Th is  may l a r g e l y  be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  

d e c l i n i n g  n a t u r e  of t h e  i n d u s t r y .  The e f f e c t  h a s  been t o  obscure  t h e  

r e a l  n a t i o n a l  t r e n d  i n  t h e  i n c i d e n c e  o f  s t r i k e s .  Table V compares t h e  

number o f  d i s p u t e s  i n  c o a l  mining t o  t h o s e  t a k i n g  p l a c e  i n  o t h e r  i n -  

d u s t r i e s  between 1957 and 1967. The f requency  o f  s t r i k e s  o u t s i d e  o f  

mining h a s  i n c r e a s e d  c o n s i d e r a b l y ,  w i t h  t h e  1967 l e v e l  b e i n g  o v e r  two 

and a h a l f  t imes  a s  h igh  a s  t h a t  f o r  1957. 



TABLE V 

NUMBER OF STOPPAGES DUE TO INDUSTRIAL DISPUTES I N  COAL 
M I N I N G  AND THE REST OF THE ECONOMY, 1957-1967 

Year Stoppages i n  
Coal Mining 

Stoppages i n  t h e  
r e s t  o f  t h e  economy 

"Prov is iona l  F i g u r e s  f o r  1967. 

A l l  Stoppages 

Source:  M i n i s t r y  of Labour f i g u r e s  quoted i n  Royal Commission on 
Trade Unions Employers'  A s s o c i a t i o n s  1965-1968, 
(London: HMSO, l 9 6 8 ) ,  p .  96.  



Unoff ic ia l  S t r i k e s  : 1940-1969 

Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  a r e  no t  a  new development. Knowles remarks 

t h a t  " u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  a r e  almost a s  o l d  a s  t r a d e  unions.  "10 The h i s -  

t o ry  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t he  twen t i e th  cen tury  has  been ve ry  much t h e  

h i s t o r y  of u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i v i t y .  

The years  preceeding 1914 saw widespread u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  A l -  

most a l l  s t r i k e s  dur ing  World War I were unof f ic ia l . ' '  The year  1919 

was e s p e c i a l l y  marked by u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  A f t e r  t h e  slump of  1921 

the  s t r i k e  movement l a r g e l y  cons i s t ed  of " u n o f f i c i a l ,  l o c a l  spo rad i c  

s t r u g g l e s ,  c a r r i e d  on a t  b e s t  with t h e  pas s ive  approval  of t h e  Nat iona l  

Union, and o f t e n  i n  t he  f ace  of a c t i v e  Union opposi t ion."12 In 1927 t h e  

number of a l l  s t r i k e s  s t a r t e d  t o  f a l l .  Nevertheless ,  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

s t i l l  occurred i n  1927 and 1928, t h e  most no t ab l e  being those  l i nked  t o  

t he  Minori ty  Movement i n  t h e  c l o t h i n g  and mining i n d u s t r i e s .  
13 

During t h e  e a r l y  years  of t h e  Second World War t h e  number of 

working days l o s t  a s  a  r e s u l t  of s t r i k e s  f e l l  cons iderab ly .  This was 

probably due more t o  t he  f a c t  t h a t  s t r i k e s  tended t o  be s h o r t e r ,  than 

t o  t h e i r  being fewer.  The s t r i k e  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  t h e  war years  a r e  in-  

cluded i n  Table I X .  The s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  1944 i n d i c a t e  a  c l e a r  i nc rease  

f o r  t he  number of s t r i k e s ,  t h e  number of workers involved and t h e  number 

of working days l o s t .  The overwhelming m a j o r i t y  of a l l  s t r i k e s  were 

u n o f f i c i a l .  Henry P e l l i n g  w r i t e s  t h a t  

In e a r l y  1944 the  ch ie f  i n d u s t r i a l  problem was no t  s o  much t h e  wage 
l e v e l  a s  t he  s epa ra t e  though r e l a t e d  i s s u e  of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  



Things had changed s i n c e  1940; f o r  i n  1944 the  l o s s  of  working days 
was i n  excess  of any year  s i n c e  1932. 

The miners f ea tu red  prominently . in t h e  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  1944. Out of  t h e  

3 .7  m i l l i o n  working days l o s t  due t o  s t r i k e  i n  t h a t  year  they a lone  ac-  

counted f o r  t he  l o s s  of 2 . 5  m i l l i o n  working days.  15 

Between 1945 and 1950 t h e r e  was a  drop i n  t he  number of s t r i k e s ,  

i n  t he  number of workers involved and i n  t h e  number of s t r i k e  days.  The 

ex i s t ence  of a  Labour admin i s t r a t i on  may provide a  p a r t i a l  exp lana t ion .  

Knowles i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  po in t  by quot ing a  speaker  a t  t h e  1948 Trades 

Union Congress who i n s i s t e d  t h a t  i n  o rde r  f o r  t he  Labour Par ty  t o  win 

the forthcoming e l e c t i o n  i n d u s t r i a l  peace was e s s e n t i a l .  
16 

An inc rease  i n  t he  number of s t r i k e s  was recorded f o r  1951. There 

was a l s o  an i nc rease  i n  t h e  number of s t r i k e r s  involved and i n  t h e  number 

of working days l o s t .  The year  1951 marked t h e  beginning of a  per iod  i n  

which t h e  number of s t r i k e s  remained about s t eady  a t  f i r s t  and then slow- 

l y  climbed t o  a  peak i n  1957. The importance of the  mining indus t ry  has  

a l ready  been s t r e s s e d .  I f  we exclude mining from our  cons ide ra t i on  we 

see  t h a t  t h e  annual  number of s t r i k e s  showed a  marked inc rease  a f t e r  1957. 

In 1957 the  t o t a l  number of recorded s toppages f o r  a l l  i n d u s t r i e s  o t h e r  

than mining was 635. By 1967 t h e  number of s toppages had increased  t o  

Only i n  t h e  very  r ecen t  per iod  h a s  t h e r e  been any at tempt  t o  

s t a r t  publ i sh ing  sys temat ic  d a t a  on t h e  prevalence of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  

S t a t i s t i c s  c o l l e c t e d  p r i o r  t o  1960 do no t  g e n e r a l l y  d i s t i n g u i s h  between 



o f f i c i a l  and u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  l8 Nevertheless  t h e r e  i s  some evidence 

t o  suggest  a d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  propor t ion  of s t r i k e s  which were o f f i c i a l l y  

recognised by t h e  t r a d e  union execut ives  s i n c e  around t h e  m i d - t h i r t i e s .  

Knowles r e p o r t s  t h a t  about one ou t  of every  two s t r i k e s  known t o  have 

taken p l ace  between 1935 and 1936 was thought t o  be u n o f f i c i a l .  More 

r e c e n t l y ,  t he  Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers ' Associa t ions  

es t imated  t h a t  i n  t he  per iod between 1964 and 1966 the  propor t ion  of  

s t r i k e s  o f f i c i a l l y  recognised was one i n  twenty. 20 It would appear  t h a t  

t h e r e  has  been a s i g n i f i c a n t  i nc rease  i n  t h e  number of s t r i k e s  which a r e  

u n o f f i c i a l  s i n c e  t h e  m i d - t h i r t i e s  . 
The inc rease  i n  t h e  number of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  provided t h e  main 

focus of concern i n  both t he  Royal Commission r e p o r t  of 1968 and t h e  

Government White Paper of t h e  fo l lowing  year.21 The Commission r e p o r t  

a t tempted t o  show t h a t ,  although B r i t a i n  was l o s i n g  fewer working days 

through s t r i k e s  than many o t h e r  comparable c o u n t r i e s  w i th  s t r i c t e r  pro- 

v i s i o n s  f o r  a n t i - s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  i t  had more f r equen t  smal l  and un- 

o f f i c i a l  s toppages.  

Both of t he  above mentioned r e p o r t s  make t h e  s i m i l a r  gene ra l  

assumption t h a t  t h e  k i t e d  Kingdom has  experienced a v e r y  h igh  inc idence  

of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t .  One of t h e  few writers t o  cha l lenge  t h i s  a s -  

sumption i s  H. A.  Turner.  

'Ihe sugges t ion  t h a t  t he  United Kingdom is  unique i n  having a m a j o r i t y  
of i t s  s t r i k e s  occur a s  u n o f f i c i a l  o r  ' u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l '  ones i s  
l a r g e l y  unsupported. And t h e  supposedly p e c u l i a r  c o s t s  of t h e  
B r i t i s h  p a t t e r n  of i n d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  have no t  been s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  



demonstrated by those who a l l e g e  them. . . .One can perhaps add t h a t  
what seems c u r r e n t l y  a widespread pub l i c  assumption t h a t  B r i t a i n  i s  
no t ab ly  s t r i ke -p rone  appears  t o  have l i t t l e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n . 2 2  

Turner bases  h i s  argument on h i s  conten t ion  t h a t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s t a t i s t i c s  

a r e  v i r t u a l l y  wor th l e s s  f o r  comparative purposes.  A s  an example he r e f e r s  

t o  t h e  ve ry  d i f f e r e n t  c r i t e r i a  employed by t h e  United S t a t e s  and t h e  

United Kingdom. With r e spec t  t o  t h e  a c t u a l  c o s t  of s t r i k e s  Turner n o t e s  

t h a t  no sys temat ic  s t a t i s t i c s  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  beyond t h e  record  of working 

days l o s t .  

Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  per iod  1940-1969 has  no t  been 

evenly d i s t r i b u t e d  throughout t h e  organised  workforce.  The more m i l i t a n t  

s e c t o r s  have included engineer ing  workers,  miners ,  dockworkers, busmen 

and bu i ld ing  workers.  In most ca se s  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t he se  s t r i ke -p rone  

groups of  workers who have developed t h e i r  own forms of rank-and- f i le  

o rgan i sa t  i on .  

The r e v e r s a l  i n  t he  downward t r end  i n  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  occur-  

r e d  dur ing  the  e a r l y  f i f t i e s  was d i scussed  e a r l i e r .  The main p o i n t s  may 

be r e s t a t e d .  F i r s t ,  t h e r e  was an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  average number of 

working days l o s t  pe r  yea r .  Second, t h e r e  was a r i s e  i n  t h e  number of 

i nd iv idua l  workers involved i n  s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  Third,  t h e r e  was a 

r i s e  i n  t h e  number of s t r i k e s  occur r ing  each yea r .  But government 

s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  t h e  number of o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  do no t  show any c o n s i s t e n t  

tendency t o  i nc rease  between 1960-1967. Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  have ac-  

counted f o r  t he  gene ra l  i nc rease  i n  t h e  number of s t r i k e s .  The gene ra l  



p i c t u r e  of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y  a t  t he  end of t h e  per iod  covered by the  pre- 

s e n t  s tudy  has  been descr ibed  a s  "one of an unprecedented number of 

s t r i k e s ,  involving a  very  l a r g e  number of workers,  bu t  l a s t i n g ,  i n  con- 

t r a s t  t o  t he  pre-war yea r s ,  a  r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  t ime. 1123 

%o f a c t o r s  which p a r t l y  h e l p  t o  exp la in  t h i s  t rend  deserve con- 

s i d e r a t i o n .  The f i r s t  i s  t h e  gene ra l  economic environment. Conditions 

of f u l l  employment a r e  g e n e r a l l y  considered t o  enhance t h e  barga in ing  

s t r e n g t h  of workers.  The wider r e l a t i o n s h i p  between s t r i k e s  and econ- 

omic condi t ions  i s  d i scussed  by Knowles who confirms t h a t  economic 

condi t ions  do a f f e c t  the  incidence of  s t r i k e s .  He p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  
/I 

I 

t h e  s i z e  and du ra t i on  of s t r i k e s  i s  a l s o  dependent on such f a c t o r s  a s  ( I  

/I 
It 

t he  in f luence  of t r a d e  union p o l i c y  o r  the  p o l i t i c a l  atmosphere pre-  

v a l e n t  a t  t he  t ime. 24 The r e l a t i o n  between f u l l  einployment and 

aggress ive  workshop barga in ing  i s  examined i n  g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  i n  t he  

next  chap te r .  

The second f a c t o r  t h a t  deserves  cons ide ra t i on  concerns t h e  i m -  

pac t  of t echnologica l  change. The pe r iod  s i n c e  1940 h a s  seen a  gene ra l  

t rend  towards t h e  growing i n t e g r a t i o n  by l a rge - sca l e  c a p i t a l  of  both 

p l a n t  and product ive  processes .  This h a s  o f t e n  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  

whereby a  s t r i k e  by q u i t e  a  small  number of workers may be s u f f i c i e n t  

t o  h a l t  an e n t i r e  product ion process .  In  i n d u s t r i e s  such a s  s t e e l ,  

chemicals and, t o  a  l e s s e r  e x t e n t ,  automobile manufacture,  t h e  ve ry  

t h r e a t  of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  may have been a l l  t h a t  was r equ i r ed  t o  ob ta in  

concessions from management. The ba rga in ing  p9wer of a  p a r t i c u l a r  



group of workers may be s t rengthened  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  product ion f u r t h e r  

down t h e  l i n e  i s  dependent on t h e  completion of a  p a r t i c u l a r  t a s k .  This 

po in t  may be demonstrated by r e f e r ence  t o  t h e  automobile i ndus t ry .  

Table V I  compiled by the  s t a f f  of t he  Economist, o f f e r s  some i n d i c a t i o n  

of t he  barga in ing  s t r e n g t h  of r e l a t i v e l y  small  groups of workers i n  t h e  

i ndus t ry .  With r e s p e c t  t o  t e c h n i c a l  change i n  t h e  automobile i ndus t ry  

t h e  Economist made t h e  fo l lowing  assessment:  "The cumulative e f f e c t s  of 

bloody-minded stoppages grows y e a r l y  a s  t h e  i n d u s t r y  - t o  i t s  own tech-  

n i c a l  b e n e f i t  - becomes inc reas ing ly  dependent on a  r e l a t i v e l y  small  

number of s p e c i a l i s e d  p l an t s . "25  Simple t e c h n i c a l  s o l u t i o n s  a r e  no t  a l -  

ways open t o  management. For example, i n  t he  automobile manufacture 

i ndus t ry  t h e  p r a c t i c e  of s t o c k p i l i n g  components does n o t  provide a  . 
v i a b l e  s o l u t i o n  due t o  t he  h igh  c o s t s  involved, t h e  cons t an t  change 

i n  des ign  and t h e  l i m i t a t i o n  on s to rage  space.  



TABLE V I  

SELECTED STOPPAGES I N  THE BRITISH AUTOMOBILE INDUSTRY, 
JANUARY TO AUGUST 1965 

January 17 

February 24 

Apr i l  

May 28 

June 15 

August 

August 

August 

Factory 

Morris,  
Cowley 

B r i t i s h  Roac 
Serv ices  

Pryssed 
S t e e l  

Austin,  
Longbr idge 

Nuf f i e  l d  
Bodies 
Coventry 

ICT 

Birmingham 
Aluminium 
Castings 

Halewood-- 
Sidgwick & 
Coll ings 

S t r i k e r s  
- 

19 

200 d r i v e r s  

no t  known 

300 

16 Trans- 
p o r t  
d r i v e r s  

Computer 
mainten- 
ance men 

- 4 0  d i e -  
c a s t e r s  

300 
De 1 i v e r  y 
Drivers  

Me Laid 
Ff f 

6,000 f o r  
11 days 
by BMC 

1,000 by 
BMC 

6,400 o f f  
f o r  2% 
weeks by 
Rootes 

5,000 by 
BMC 

1,000 by 
BMC 

2,000 by 
Rootes f o r  
2 weeks 

21,000 by 
BMC 

5,000 by 
Ford 

Lost Output 

8,750 c a r s  - 
f 4% m i l l i o n  

f 2  m i l l i o n  

4,000 c a r s  

8 m i l l i o n  

None : 

s h o r t  time 
was 
imminent 

Source : The Economist, (London, September 4, 1965), p .  896 



Pa t t e rns  of S t r i k e  Causation 

In Chapter One we proposed a  genera l  framework f o r  t he  a n a l y s i s  

of s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  We argued t h a t  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  can b e s t  be understood 

i n  terms of t he  s t r u c t u r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  en te red  i n t o  between employers 

and workers. We a l s o  noted t h a t  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  may develop over t he  

quest ion of t he  p r i c e  t o  be paid f o r  t he  use of  t h e  worker 's  labour- 

power, o r  the  condi t ions  under which the  worker agrees  t o  work. We 

suggested t h a t  Marx's theory of a l i e n a t i o n  could prove h e l p f u l  i n  under- 

s tanding  c e r t a i n  dimensions of s t r i k e  a c t i v i t y .  A s  an example of t h i s  

s o r t  of approach we r e f e r r e d  t o  t he  work of ~ n d r g  Gorz who argues t h a t  
\ 

many s t r i k e s  r ep re sen t  a  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t he  a l i e n a t e d  n a t u r e  of work 

performed f o r  wages i n  contemporary c a p i t a l i s m  

The remainder of t h i s  chap te r  w i l l  be  devoted t o  explor ing  t h e  

s o r t  of demands t h a t  were r a i s e d  by s t r i k e r s  over  t he  genera l  per iod  

1914 t o  1969. We may s t a r t  by ask ing  whether i t  i s  f r u i t f u l  t o  make 

any s o r t  of d i s t i n c t i o n  a s  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of demands r a i s e d  i n  t he  course  

of i n d u s t r i a l  d i s p u t e s .  An obvious d i s t i n c t i o n  t h a t  i s  u s u a l l y  made 

concerns t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  of wage i s s u e s  from non-wage i s s u e s .  One 

of the  problems with such a  d i s t i n c t i o n  a r i s e s  from the  observa t ion  

t h a t  non-wage gr ievances  may be channeled i n t o  wage demands. This p o i n t  

i s  c e n t r a l  t o  Gouldner 's  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  w i ldca t  s t r i k e  a t  t he  gypsum 

process ing  ope ra t i on .  Gouldner observes  how a wage demand became what 

he terms a  "puni t ive  r e t a l i a t i o n . l t t 6  He quotes  a  worker who expla ined  



t h a t  the  purpose of t he  wage demand was t o  " h i t  t he  company where i t  

h u r t  - i n  the pocketbook. "27 Gouldner concludes t h a t  t h e  f a c t o r s  of 

d i s c i p l i n e  and increased superv is ion  were t he  r e a l  i s s u e s  a t  s t a k e  i n  t he  

s t r i k e .  He l i s t s  e i g h t  f a c t o r s  which tended t o  i n h i b i t  t h e  a r t i c u l a t i o n  

of non-wage gr ievances .  These f a c t o r s  may be summarized a s  fol lows:  

(1) There were c o n t r a c t u a l  r e s t r a i n t s  aga ins t  opening l abo r  con- 

t r a c t s  f o r  i s sues  o t h e r  than wages. 

(2) Workers themselves he ld  c e r t a i n  doubts about t h e  leg i t imacy  

of non-wage i s s u e s .  

(3) Whilst  non-*age gr ievances  v a r i e d  from one s e c t i o n  of t h e  

p l a n t  t o  another  i t  was thought t h a t  a  wage i s s u e  could u n i f y  workers 

throughout t he  p l a n t .  

( 4 )  It was thought t h a t  people o u t s i d e  t he  p l a n t  would be more 

l i k e l y  t o  understand and support  a  wage demand. 

(5) A wage s t r i k e  o f f e r ed  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of even tua l ly  recover-  

ing  t he  l o s s e s  incur red  dur ing  t h e  s t r i k e .  This was considered important 

t o  f a m i l i e s  and b i l l  c o l l e c t o r s .  

( 6 )  The new reg iona l  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  t o  t he  l o c a l  union leader -  

s h i p  was unfami l ia r  wi th  some of t he  non-wage gr ievances ,  a l though he 

f e l t  q u i t e  conf ident  i n  r a i s i n g  t h e  m a t t e r  of wages. 

(7) In t h i s  r e s p e c t  he  was a s s i s t e d  by t h e  n a t i o n a l  union o f f i c e  

which could provide documentation on such t o p i c s  a s  company p r o f i t s .  

(8) Wage s t r u g g l e s  were no t  viewed by the  company a s  a  t h r e a t  t o  

managerial  p r e roga t ives .  
2 8  



'Ihese f a c t o r s  considered by Gouldner might be p e r t i n e n t  t o  unof- 

f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  genera l .  A v a r i e t y  of f a c t o r s  appear t o  he lp  

channel worker gr ievances i n t o  t he  form of wage demands. For t he  re- 

mainder of t h i s  chapter  we s h a l l  cons ider  some of the  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a  on 

the  recorded reasons given by workers t o  account f o r  t h e i r  t ak ing  s t r i k e  

ac t i on .  

(a)  Some comments on s t r i k e  causa t ion  s t a t i s t i c s .  

\ 
Caution needs t o  be exerc i sed  when looking a t  any s t a t i s t i c s  on 

s t r i k e  causa t ion .  Such f i g u r e s  a r e ,  however, a v a i l a b l e  and can o f f e r  

some guidance i n  understanding the  t r end  of s t r i k e s .  The s t r i k e  caus- 

a t i o n  s t a t i s t i c s  considered i n  t h i s  chap te r  include,  f i r s t  of a l l  t h e  

" o f f i c i a l "  s t a t i s t i c s ,  by which i s  meant those  f i g u r e s  publ ished by the  

Minis t ry  of Labour. La te r  i n  t h e  chap te r  we cons ider  t h e  r e s u l t s  of  

ques t i onna i r e  research  conducted by t h e  TUC between 1959 and 1960. This 

i s  followed by a  cons idera t ion  of more r e c e n t l y  publ ished m a t e r i a l  on 

one h i g h l y  s t r i ke -p rone  indus t ry ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  motor i ndus t ry ,  where a  

team of  au tho r s  have compiled t h e i r  own s t a t i s t i c s .  

Some pre l iminary  comments a r e  i n  o r d e r  he re  t o  avoid any m i s -  

apprehensions concerning t h e  v a l i d i t y  of s t r i k e  causa t ion  s t a t i s t i c s .  

A c l e a r  understanding of t h e  n a t u r e  of such s t a t i s t i c s  i s  necessary.  

A p o s s i b l e  argument aga ins t  any s e r i o u s  cons ide ra t i on  of s t r i k e  causa t ion  

s t a t i s t i c s  might be based on the  suppos i t i on  t h a t  e x p l i c i t  causes  of 

s t r i k e s  a r e  somehow unimportant.  It i s  sometimes argued t h a t  any s t r i k e  



11 cause" i s  merely t h e  p r e c i p i t a t i n g  f a c t o r  t h a t  touched o f f  t he  s t r i k e .  

The c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  used by t h e  Min i s t ry  of Labour does no t  pro- 

v ide  an explana t ion  f o r  why s t r i k e s  t ake  p l ace .  A s  William McCarthy 

has  observed: 

In f a c t  t he  l i s t  is  wrongly named. It is  n o t  an o b j e c t i v e l y  compiled 
l i s t  of t h e  p r i n c i p a l  causes  of i n d u s t r i a l  u n r e s t  . . . .I t  is a  
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of s t r i k e  s t a t i s t i c s  according t o  t he  main o r  
"pr inc ipa l"  reasons  most f r e q u e n t l y  c i t e d  by those involved a t  t h e  
t i m e  . 2 9  - 

The s t a t i s t i c s  a r e  compiled by o f f i c e r s  of t h e  Min i s t ry  of  Labour and 

der ived  from a l l  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a .  The most obvious sources  of d a t a  a t  t h e  

time of any s t r i k e  a r e  t h e  speeches and w r i t i n g s  of those involved. Dif- 

f i c u l t i e s  may a r i s e  a s  t o  t he  c o r r e c t  ca tegory  f o r  a  p a r t i c u l a r  d i s p u t e  

where two o r  more gr ievances  a r e  a r t i c u l a t e d .  In such ca se s  t h e  o f -  

f  i c e r s  decide which, i n  t h e i r  op in ion ,  i s  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  concern. A l l  

recorded s t r i k e s  must u l t i m a t e l y  be f i t t e d  i n t o  one of t h e  seven c l a s s i f -  

i c a t i o n s .  

(b) The o f f i c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  

P r i o r  t o  1914 s t r i k e  causes  were broken down i n  d e t a i l  by t h e  

Board of Trade i n  i t s  pub l i ca t i on ,  Reports 2 S t r i k e s  Lockouts. 
3 0 

In t h e  1913 Report, c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  examples of a  v a r i e t y  of i s s u e s  f a l -  

l i n g  under n ine  main headings wzre g iven .  These headings were subsequent ly  

adopted and a r e  a s  fo l lows:  (1) wage inc rease  ques t i ons ,  (2) wage 

decrease  ques t i ons ,  (3) o t h e r  wage ques t i ons ,  (4) hours  of l abour ,  



(5) employment of p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s e s  of persons,  (6) o t h e r  working 

arrangements, r u l e s  and d i s c i p l i n e ,  (7)  t r a d e  union p r i n c i p l e ,  (8) sym- 

p a t h e t i c  a c t i o n  and, (9) misce l laneous .  These n ine  causes  of t he  

Minis t ry  of Labour's c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  have been employed f o r  s u f f i c i e n t l y  

long a  per iod t o  j u s t i f y  u s e f u l  h i s t o r i c a l  comparison. Knowles makes 

such an at tempt  f o r  t he  per iod up t o  1947. He sugges ts  t h e  n ine  c a t e -  

g o r i e s  may be s imp l i f i ed  t o  f a l l  under t h r e e  major headings a s  fo l lows:  

(1) "basic" causes ,  covering a l l  ques t i ons  of wages and hours ,  (2) " f r i c -  

t i ona l "  causes ,  covering t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  of "employment of c e r t a i n  c l a s s e s  

of persons" and "other working arrangements,  r u l e s  and d i s c i p l i n e ,  " 

(3) " s o l i d a r i t y "  causes  account ing f o r  s t r i k e s  on t r a d e  union p r i n c i p l e  

and sympathetic s t r i k e s .  
3  1 

On the  b a s i s  of h i s  r ev i sed  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  Knowles shows how t h e r e  

has  been a  d e c l i n e  i n  the  r e l a t i v e  importance of s t r i k e s  on "basic" 

ques t ions ,  while  t h e r e  has  been a  corresponding inc rease  i n  s t r i k e s  on 

" f r i c t i o n a l "  i s s u e s .  Knowles takes  t he  year  1926 a s  a  watershed a s  is  

demonstrated i n  Table VII. 

Knowles pu t s  forward two reasons  t o  h e l p  exp la in  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  

t he  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of s t r i k e s  occur r ing  VJer i s s u e s  of wages and hours  i n  

t he  per iod  1911 t o  1947. F i r s t ,  he  no t e s  how, towards t h e  end of  t h e  

per iod ,  wage inc reases  were more l i k e l y  t o  be  nego t i a t ed  a t  t h e  n a t i o n a l  

l e v e l .  32 Knowles argues t h a t  r e l i a n c e  on n a t i o n a l  barga in ing  may reduce 

t he  l i ke l i hood  of s t r i k e  ac t i on .  The a t tempt  t o  n e g o t i a t e  n a t i o n a l  wage 

r a t e s  gained g r e a t e s t  momentum during t h e  1930's i n  a  per iod  of  acu t e  



TABLE V I I  

CAUSES OF STRIKES, 1911-1947 

Number of s t r i k e s  
(per  year)  

Basic 

I 

Thousands of workers 
d i r e c t l y  involved 

(per year )  

F r i c t i o n a l  

Workers d i r e c t l y  i n -  
volved per  s t r i k e  

(per  year )  

S o l i d a r i t  

Source : K. G. J .  C. Knowles, S t r i k e s :  A Study i n  I n d u s t r i a l  Conf l i c t  
(New York: Phi losophica l  ~ i F r a r ~ ,  l952) ,  p .  234. 



unemployment. Once won, n a t i o n a l  wage nego t i a t i on  was maintained a s  a  

c e n t r a l  t ene t  of formal t r ade  unionism i n  Br i t a in .  But t h i s  i n s i s t ence  

on n a t i o n a l  bargaining has  become inc reas ing ly  i r r e l e v a n t  f o r  many im-  

po r t an t  s e c t o r s  of indus t ry .  Chapter Five desc r ibes  t h e  opera t ion  of 

t he  s o r t  of loca l ized  informal p a t t e r n s  of barga in ing  t h a t  has  become 

inc reas ing ly  important i n  t he  per iod 1940 t o  1969. S t r i k e  ac t i on  has,  

t he re fo re ,  continued t o  take p l ace  over i s s u e s  of wages a t  t h e  l o c a l  

l e v e l .  This development has  been p a r t i c u l a r l y  pronounced i n  t he  per iod 

s i n c e  Knowles published h i s  important work. 

The second f a c t o r  introduced by Knowles r e f e r s  t o  t he  p e c u l i a r  

circumstances t h a t  p reva i led  under t h e  wartime per iod  between 1940 and 

1945 i n  Br i t a in ,  when wage s t r i k e s  were n o t  only branded a s  "unpat r io t ic1 '  

(or  even i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a c t s  of "sabotage"), but  were a l s o  i l l e g a l  and 

33 
ran  con t r a ry  t o  TUC war-time po l i cy .  The post-war pe r iod  up t o  1951 

saw the  cont inua t ion  of somewhat s i m i l a r  cond i t i ons .  Knowles sugges ts  

t h a t  i n  t he se  circumstances u n r e s t  over  ques t ion  of wages and hours  may 

tend t o  have appeared i n  d i s g u i s e  a s  o t h e r  ques t i ons .  

These f a c t o r s  provide no more than a  p a r t i a l  exp lana t ion .  The 

emphasis on i s s u e s  t h a t  a r e  no t  connected with wages o r  hours  can a l s o  

be viewed a s  a  consequence of  t he  severe  d i s l o c a t i o n s  caused by war- 

time cond i t i ons .  In World War I i t  was t h e  t h r e a t  t h a t  I 'd i lut ion" posed 

t o  t he  l i v i n g  s tandards  of engineer ing  workers t h a t  he lped  f o s t e r  rank- 

a n d - f i l e  m i l i t a n c y  on i s s u e s  of c o n t r o l .  Workers were p r o t e c t i n g  t h e i r  

immediate s t anda rds  a s  wel l  a s  a c t i n g  de fens ive ly  i n  a n t i c i p a t i o n  aga ins t  



the  consequences of "d i lu t i on"  a t  t h e  end of t h e  war. A slump i n  w a r  

product ion combined wi th  t h e  r e t u r n  of men from t h e  armed s e r v i c e s  d i d  

not  o f f e r  too  o p t i m i s t i c  a  f u t u r e .  In such circumstances,  i t  i s  n o t  

s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  s t r u g g l e s  on t h e  shop f l o o r  d i d  n o t  s o l e l y  take  t h e  

form of wage demands. Other f a c t o r s  t h a t  might he lp  t o  exp la in  t h e  

absence of wage demands i n  wartime would inc lude  t h e  r educ t ion  i n  t h e  

presence of consumer goods i n  t i m e  of war-time, combined wi th  t h e  rel-  

a t i v e l y  h igh  earn ings  r e s u l t i n g  from ex tens ive  overtime work. The 

emphasis by s t r i k e r s  on i s s u e s  o t h e r  than wages can a l s o  be s a i d  t o  

r ep re sen t  an urge on the  p a r t  of workers t o  cha l lenge  management on t h e  

ques t ion  of who c o n t r o l s  product ion.  Q u a l i t a t i v e  ques t i ons  concerned 

wi th  t h e  n a t u r e  of human labour can be  a s  important  a s  t h e  p r i c e  t h a t  

i s  t o  be paid f o r  t h e  use  of t h a t  labour  power. 

(c) Other r e p o r t s  

The TUC has  c o l l e c t e d  and publ i shed  some h e l p f u l  d a t a  on t h e  

reasons given f o r  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  An under tak ing  t o  r e sea rch  s t r i k e s  

was made a t  t h e  1959 meeting of Congress. The General Council of  t h e  

TUC undertook t o  r e p o r t  "on t h e  broad problem of  d i s p u t e ,  workshop 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  and r e l a t e d  m a t t e r s .  t134 Ques t ionna i r e s  were subsequent ly  

s e n t  t o  unions.  Information regard ing  t h e  cause of both o f f i c i a l  and 

u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  was reques ted  f o r  t h e  yea r s  1958 and 1959. The 

r e p o r t  c h i e f l y  reviewed l o c a l  d i s p u t e s .  The r e p l i e s  were broken down 

i n  t h e  r e p o r t  t o  Congress t o  read  a s  fo l lows:  



32 percent  - Money. Two-thirds concerned wage r a t e s  and one- th i rd  
concerned bonus payments. These s t r i k e s  included ca se s  where 
workers claimed h ighe r  amounts and ca se s  where they r e s i s t e d  em- 
p loye r s '  a t tempts  t o  impose r educ t ion .  
29 percent  - Dismissals  (20 percent  being d i smis sa l s  of s tewards 
o r  of members on d i s c i p l i n a r y  charges  and 9 percent  a r i s i n g  from 
d i s p u t e s  over  redundancy arrangements) .  
About 6 percent  each - Recognition; non-unionism; breaking of  
agreements o r  awards by employers; changes of work systems; and 
demarcation o r  d i l u t i o n .  
Of t h e  remainder (33 percent )  about a h a l f  were caused by complaints  
about cond i t i ons  i n  which work was expected t o  be c a r r i e d  on - and 
by complaints about supe rv i so r s  .35 

The ma jo r i t y  of d i s p u t e s  were n o t  concerned wi th  what were s t r i c t l y  

money i s s u e s .  This conclusion was given f u r t h e r  suppor t  by t h e  un ions '  

r e p o r t s  on t he  "underlying causes" where t he se  were perceived a s  being 

d i f f e r e n t  from the  " s t a t e d  causes ."  The TUC r e p o r t  s t a t e s  t h a t  "when 

account i s  taken of t he se  underlying causes  t h e  p ropor t i on  of s t r i k e s  

due t o  d i s p u t e s  about money i s  even l e s s  pronounced. If36 

A cont inu ing  d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  p ropor t i on  of s t r i k e s  over  pu re ly  

wage i s s u e s  has  marked t h e  per iod  s i n c e  1947. In a 1963 l e c t u r e  on 

B r i t i s h  s t r i k e  t r ends  H. A. Turner drew a t t e n t i o n  t o  an i nc rease  i n  

t h e  propor t ion  of s t r i k e s  about "wage ques t i ons  o t h e r  than demands f o r  

i nc reases"  and e s p e c i a l l y  "working arrangements,  r u l e s  and d i s c i p l i n e "  

between 1940 and 1960 of from one- th i rd  of  a l l  stoppages t o  th ree-  

q u a r t e r s .  3 7  Turner has  subsequent ly  e l abo ra t ed  on t h i s  observa t ion  

wi th  r e f e r ence  t o  one p a r t i c u l a r  i n d u s t r y .  In  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  wi th  

Clack and Roberts,  Turner has  made f u l l  use of t h e  s e v e r a l  a v a i l a b l e  

sources  t o  c o l l e c t  information on s t r i k e s  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  motor v e h i c l e  



industry.  In consider ing the s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  the causa t ion  s f  car  firm 

d isputes  between 1921 and 1964, Turner -- e t  a l .  develop a  new method of 

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  The purpose here  is  not  t o  challenge t h e  general  valid- 

i t y  of t he  o f f i c i a l  method of c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  but r a t h e r  t o  provide a  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  t h a t  i s  b e t t e r  s u i t e d  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  circumstances of 

the motor indus t ry .  The au thors  po in t  ou t  t h a t  the  t h r e e  major causes 

of c a r  s t r i k e s  t h a t  emerge -- namely, t h e  i ndus t ry ' s  wage-structure,  

redundancy i n  t h e  indus t ry ,  and t r a d e  union r e l a t i o n s  -- would be e i t h e r  
( i a  

unders ta ted o r  almost concealed under t h e  o f f i c i a l  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  One 
Ill 
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of t he  most s i g n i f i c a n t  observa t ions  made by Turner and h i s  associates  

I l l  

f o r  the  per iod s ince  1945 i s  the  sharp increase  i n  t he  s t r i k e - l i a b i l i t y  1 1  
I l l  

a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  i s sues  o the r  than those major causes r e f e r r e d  t o  above; 
I 

namely wage-structure,  redundancy and t r a d e  union r e l a t i o n s .  They go 
I ,  

on t o  po in t  out  t h a t  t h i s  i nc rease  has  been most n o t i c e a b l e  i n  the 1960's, 

when the  s t r i k e - l i a b i l i t y  on account of these  secondary sources of 
d i spu te  has  r i s e n  q u i t e  d i sp ropor t i ona t e ly  - so t h a t  whereas before 
1960 they accounted f o r  25 t o  30 per  cen t  of s t r i k e r - d a y s  and stop- 
pages, i n  more recent  years  they have cont r ibu ted  from 40 t o  45 per 
c e n t .  In e f f e c t ,  t he  causa t ion  of c a r  f i rm  s t r i k e r  h a s  a l s o  shown 
a marked recent  tendency t o  become more d i spersed ,  and t o  involve 
a  wider network of g r ievances .  . . . 39 

The au thors  proceed t o  explore  t h i s  movement f u r t h e r  and make the  follow- 

i ng  observa t ions  : (1) Disputes involv ing  t r a d e  union r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and 

" s t r a igh t "  wage demands appear t o  account f o r  a  s teady  annual  number of 

I 1  man-days of i d l e n e s s .  " (2) Disputes a r i s i n g  from redundancy have t a d e d  

t o  f l u c t u a t e  according t o  economic cond i t i ons  of r e l a t i v e  f u l l  employment 



o r  recess ion .  (3)  Disputes about working hours  o r  condi t ions  of work 

have increased sharp ly ,  but  i t  should be noted t h a t  such d i s p u t e s  c o n t r i -  

bute very l i t t l e  t o  the  t o t a l  of "working days l o s t .  " ( 4 )  The number of 

s t r i k e s  p r o t e s t i n g  the  d i smis sa l  o r  suspension of i nd iv idua l  workers has  

a l s o  increased,  having doubled o r  more than doubled i n  frequency. (5) 

In addi t ion  such s t r i k e s  have been inc reas ing  i n  du ra t ion .  Such obser-  

va t ions  lead Turner e t  a l .  t o  conclude t h a t :  "The most r ecen t  s t r i k e -  

movement i n  o t h e r  words, i s  t r ead ing  very  c l o s e l y  i n t o  t h e  a r e a  of 

t r a d i t i o n a l  'management f u n c t i o n s ' .  "40 They a l s o  note  t h a t  such a 

movement i s  i n  no way developing a t  t h e  expense of the  s t r u g g l e  over  

wage-structure and r e l a t e d  m a t t e r s .  On t h e  con t r a ry ;  such q u a r r e l s  

have continued t o  i nc rease .  

(d) Conclusion: The urge  t o  c o n t r o l  

We have considered the  importance of wage demands i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  

o the r  s o r t s  of demands r a i s e d  i n  d i s p u t e s  occurr ing  over  t he  genera l  

per iod 1919 t o  1969. The main i n t e r e s t  has  focused on t h e  reasons  

a c t u a l l y  given f o r  s t r i k i n g  by the  s t r i k e r s  involved. Reference t o  o f -  

f i c i a l  government s t a t i s t i c s  and o t h e r  r e sea rch  suggested t h a t  s t r i k e s  

appear t o  have inc reas ing ly  been concerned wi th  gr ievances  t h a t  i m p l i c i t l y  

o r  e x p l i c i t l y  p e r t a i n  t o  t he  ques t ion  of c o n t r o l  a t  t he  workplace. 



TABLE V I I I  

OFFICIAL, UNOFFICIAL AND OTHER STOPPAGES OF WORK DUE TO INDUSTRIAL 
DISPUTES: Average annual f i g u r e s  f o r  s toppages,  1964-1966(a) 

Type of stoppage 

O f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

P a r t  ly -of f  i c  i a l  
s t r i k e s ( c )  

Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

Others,  e . g .  lock-  
ou t s  o r  s t r i k e s  by 
unorganised workers,  
u n c l a s s i f i e d  

Number of 
stoppages 

Number of work- 
e r s  involved (b) 

Number of work- 
ing  days l o s t  

Notes : 

( a )  The f i g u r e s  r e l a t e  t o  stoppages beginning  i n  t he  yea r s  covered 
and t h e  t o t a l  number of working days l o s t  due t o  them. 

(b) Including workers thrown ou t  of work a t  e s t ab l i shmen t s  where 
stoppages occurred,  a l though not  themselves p a r t i e s  t o  t h e  d i s p u t e .  

(c )  I . e . ,  a s t r i k e  involv ing  more than one union and recognised 
a s  o f f i c i a l  by a t  l e a s t  one bu t  no t  a l l  t h e  unions concerned. 

Source: Minis t ry  of Labour S t a t i s t i c s ,  quoted i n  Report of Royal 
Commission on Trade Unions Employers' Assoc ia t ions  
(London: HMSO, 1968), p .  97. 



Year 

TABLE IX 

STRIKES I N  ALL INDUSTRIES I N  THE UNITED KINGDOM 

Number of s top-  
pages beginning 

i n  year  

Number of workers 
d i r e c t l y  and in-  
d i r e c t l y  involved 

000 ' s 

Aggregate number 
of working days 

10s t 
000 ' s 



Year 
Number of s top-  
pages beginning 

i n  year  

Number of workers 
d i r e c t l y  and in-  
d i r e c t l y  involved 

000 ' s 

Aggregate number 
of working days 

10s t 
000 ' s 

Source: The f i g u r e  f o r  t he  yea r s  1919 t o  1964 were taken from 
M i l i t a n t  Trade h i o n i s m  by V.  L. Allen (London: Merl in  
Press ,  1966), pp. 106-107 and those  f o r  t h e  remaining 
yea r s  up t o  1969 were taken from the  Employment g& 
Produc t iv i t y  Gazet te ,  May, 1970, p .  406. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF WORKPLACE REPRESENTATION 
I N  BRITAIN: 1940-1969 

The Growth of Workplace Representat ion 

The term "shop steward" i s  used throughout t he  p re sen t  s tudy  t o  

r e f e r  t o  workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  i n  gene ra l .  The term i s  by f a r  t h e  

most common i n  B r i t i s h  i ndus t ry  al though o t h e r  terms a r e  employed i n  
I lo 

1 
c e r t a i n  unions o r  t r a d e s .  Whatever t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  t i t l e ,  such work- IINI 

p lace  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  perform broadly s i m i l a r  func t ions .  Cent ra l  t o  

t h e i r  work i s  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  func t ion  which involves  a c t i n g  on beha l f  
Id 

o f ,  and being d i r e c t l y  accountable  t o ,  a  group of employees working a t  a  
1 1 1 ,  

Ill1 
I I1 

Ill 

c e r t a i n  l o c a t i o n .  I I 

I l l  

,I 

One of t h e  e a r l i e s t  and most s i g n i f i c a n t  advances i n  shop s teward lI 

dl; 

organ i sa t i on  took p l ace  i n  engineer ing  du r ing  and immediately a f t e r  t h e  

World War I. The per iod saw the  emergence of a  shop s tewards '  movement 

which gained cons iderab le  support  i n  demanding the  r e o r g a n i s a t i o n  of  t h e  

engineer ing  indus t ry  on t h e  l i n e s  of workers '  c o n t r o l  . 2  But, by 1922, 

t he  movement had a l l  but  d i s i n t e g r a t e d  and t h e  f u r t h e r  development of 

shop steward o rgan i sa t i on  was he ld  back whi le  organised labour  fought  

b i t t e r  defens ive  s t r u g g l e s .  In a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  h o s t i l i t y  t h a t  could 

be  expected from employers, any a t tempts  t o  f u r t h e r  workshop o r g a n i s a t i o n  

faced t h e  d i s i n t e r e s t  of most union l e a d e r s h i p .  

Wri t ing i n  1939, G.D.H. Cole, a  v e t e r a n  of t h e  g u i l d  s o c i a l i s t  



movement t h a t  formed pa r t  of the  movement f o r  workers '  c o n t r o l  e a r l i e r  

i n  the century, could de t ec t  c e r t a i n  s i g n i f i c a n t  s t i r r i n g s  of renewed 

worker mi l i tancy:  

'Ihe shop-stewards' movement was k i l l e d  f o r  the time being i n  Great 
Br i t a in  by the  post war depression and the  scaling-down of the in- 
d u s t r i e s  which had been expanded t o  meet war needs; but  i t  w i l l  
come again whenever the workers a r e  ready t o  take  a r e a l  s t e p  fo r -  
ward aga ins t  the c a p i t a l i s t  system. 3 

'Ihe Hawker s t r i k e s  of 1935, the  London Busmen's "Coronation" s t r i k e  of 

1937 and s t rugg le s  aga ins t  company unionism i n  the  mining indus t ry ,  such 

a s  those a t  Harworth in  Nottinghamshire, gave some i n d i c a t i o n s  of the  

renewed mi l i t ancy  amongst rank-and-f i le  workers. 

Although the  pre-war unemployment f i g u r e s  f o r  B r i t a i n  remained 

a t  around one mi l l i on  the  re-armament boom of 1938-39 d id  open some new 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  the  re-emergence of m i l i t a n t  t r ade  unionism. Ken 

Coates and Anthony Topham desc r ibe  the  developments: 

Re-armament had crea ted  small  i s l a n d s  of s e c u r i t y  i n  the  genera l  
economic wen, and the  old a g i t a t o r s  of t he  Communist Par ty  . . . 
began t o  work towards the r e c r e a t i o n  of an e f f e c t i v e  shop- 
stewards ' movement .4 

The opening years  of the war up t o  1941 saw some modest achievements i n  

t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .  Shop stewards i n  t he  a i r c r a f t  i ndus t ry  s t a r t e d  t o  pub- 

l i s h  a monthly journa l  c a l l e d  the  = Prope l l e r  which subsequent ly ex- 

panded i t s  scope and was re-named the  Metalworker. It was i n  t he  

engineering and a l l i e d  t r ades  t h a t  t he  shop stewards were by f a r  t he  



bes t  organised.  In Apr i l  1940 a  n a t i o n a l  conference of shop steward 

from the  i ndus t ry  was he ld  i n  Birmingham. 5  

Af t e r  1941 Communist Par ty  m i l i t a n t s  r e - d i r e c t e d  t h e i r  ene rg i e s  

towards a c t u a l l y  promoting p r o d u c t i v i t y .  The German invas ion  of t h e  

Soviet Union had led  t o  an about t u rn  i n  p a r t y  p o s i t i o n .  The c a l l  went 

up f o r  t h e  formation of J o i n t  Production Committees i n  every  e n t e r p r i s e .  

The a c t u a l  ex t en t  t o  which t h e  Communist Pa r ty  was a b l e  t o  dampen in -  

d u s t r i a l  c o n f l i c t  i s  deba tab le .  Knowles examines t h e  s t r i k e  s t a t i s t i c s  

f o r  t he  meta l ,  engineer ing  and sh ipbu i ld ing  t r a d e s  where Communist 

s t r e n g t h  was g r e a t e s t  and r e p o r t s  t h a t ,  i f  anyth ing ,  t h e  number of 

s t r i k e s  may even have increased .  But h e  adds t h a t  t h i s  does no t  pre-  

clude t h e  claim t h a t  t he  number of p o t e n t i a l  s t r i k e s  may s t i l l  have been 

reduced, e s p e c i a l l y  when t h e  experience i n  o t h e r  key war i n d u s t r i e s  i s  

taken i n t o  account .6  The e f f e c t  of t h e  J o i n t  Product ion Committees a l -  

ways remained somewhat ambiguous. Whils t  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  committees 

d id  se rve  t o  b lun t  and d e f l e c t  we l l  de f ined  c l a s s  demands t h a t  would have 

s e r i o u s l y  chal lenged management, i t  is  a l s o  t r u e  t h a t  workplace repres -  

e n t a t i o n  was cons iderab ly  extended du r ing  t h e  war y e a r s .  Trade union 

membership a l s o  increased  from 6,053,000 i n  1939 ( inc lud ing  4,669,000 

a f f i l i a t e d  t o  t h e  TUC) t o  7,803,000 i n  1945 (6,671,000 a f f i l i a t e d ) .  
7  

'Ihe r e t u r n  of a  Labour Government i n  1945 tended t o  de l ay  any 

break wi th  t h e  po l i cy  of labour-management co-opera t ion  pursued by many 

of t he  workplace committees dur ing  t h e  war. The language t h a t  made 

r e f e r ence  t o  "product ion d r ives"  remained. In 1947 t h e  Communist Par ty  



was s t i l l  c a l l i n g  f o r  t h e  r e v i v a l  of t h e  o l d  J o i n t  Product ion Committees. 8 

Indeed i n  s o  f a r  a s  t he  Communist Pa r ty  was concerned i t  was t he  ou t -  

break of the  Cold War which, more than any o t h e r  development, probably 

forced some change i n  a t t i t u d e .  

Various e s t ima te s  have been made of t h e  t o t a l  number of  shop 

stewards i n  B r i t i s h  i ndus t ry  i n  t h e  post-war pe r iod .  In 1959 Clegg, 

K i l l i c k  and Adams es t imated ,  on t h e  b a s i s  of t h e i r  own sample survey,  

t h a t  t h e r e  might be about 90,000 s tewards,  though they saw t h i s  a s  "no 

b e t t e r  than a guess .  l f 9  The TUC Report of 1960 gave the  much h ighe r  

f i g u r e  of " a t  l e a s t  200,000 stewards" a l though it: was s t r e s s e d  t h a t  "no 

census has  been taken .  "10 Marsh and Coker, w r i t i n g  i n  1963, a r r i v e d  a t  

a f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  t o t a l  number of s tewards a s  being between 100,000 and 

120,000 - a number which was a l s o  confirmed by H. A. Clegg. More 

r e c e n t l y ,  i n  evidence t o  t h e  Donovan Commission, t he  TUC exceeded i t s  

1960 f i g u r e  by e s t ima t ing  t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  number of shop s tewards was i n  

the  o rde r  of 250,000. 
12 

The exac t  number of shop s tewards remains i n  doubt .  One of t h e  

problems i n  t h i s  regard  is  t h a t  any p r e c i s e  census would have t o  r e q u i r e  

the  a r t i c u l a t i o n  of  a s e t  of f a i r l y  e x p l i c i t  c r i t e r i a  a s  t o  who i s  a 

shop s teward.  Thus, i t  should be noted t h a t  Marsh and Coker s ee  t h e i r .  

e s t ima te  of between 100,000 and 120,000 as "a reasonable  b racke t  i n  

which t o  cons ider  t o t a l  numbers of  formal ly  appointed stewards" bu t  go 

on t o  add t h a t  " the re  may be many workers who a c t  i n  a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

capac i ty  when r equ i r ed ,  but  who have never  asked f o r  o r  rece ived  formal  



c r e d e n t i a l s  a s  shop s tewards.  "I3 One could reasonably  expect  t o  f i n d  

t he  l e a s t  formalized type of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  sma l l e r  e s t ab l i shmen t s  

o r  where shop steward o rgan i sa t i on  i s  new i n  developing.  

The l ack  of adequate d a t a  makes i t  ve ry  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a c c u r a t e l y  

a s se s s  t he  changing scope of workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  The Amalgamated 

Engineering Union (A.E.U.) i s  one of t h e  few unions t o  keep e s t ima te s  

of t he  numbers of shop s tewards and even then r eco rds  on ly  go back t o  

1947. Apart from a p o s s i b l e  d e c l i n e  i n  some i n d u s t r i e s  fo l lowing  t h e  

run-down of war product ion immediately fo l lowing  the  war a l l  i n d i c a t i o n s  

suggest  t h a t  t h e  o v e r a l l  number of shop s tewards i n  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r y  has  

been growing apace s i n c e  1940. W . E . J .  McCarthy cons ide r s  i t  q u i t e  pro-  

bable  t h a t  the  number has  been r i s i n g  f a s t e r  than union membership. 1 4  

He r e f e r s  t o  t he  s tudy  by Marsh and Coker, who demonstrate how t h e  t o t a l  

number of s tewards i n  t h e  A.E.U.  r o s e  by 56 pe r  c e n t  between 1947 and 

1961 whi le  A . E . U .  membership ro se  by only  30 pe r  c e n t .  15 

The mid-1950's u s u a l l y  seem t o  have opened the  way t o  t he  most 

r ap id  expansion of shop steward o r g a n i s a t i o n .  In engineer ing  t h e  number 

of shop s tewards was i nc reas ing  twice t o  t h r e e  t imes a s  f a s t  a s  member- 

s h i p  i n  t h e  l a t e  f i f t i e s  and e a r l y  s i x t i e s . 1 6  Shop steward o r g a n i s a t i o n  

quick ly  took r o o t  i n  t h e  newer i n d u s t r i e s .  Wri t ing i n  t h e  m i d - f i f t i e s  

B. C. Roberts r epo r t ed  t h a t  

i n  C i v i l  A i r  Transport ,  t he  shop s tewards of  t he  f i f t e e n  unions which 
have members a t  t he  London Ai rpo r t  have formed t h e i r  own u n o f f i c i a l  
o rgan iza t ion  f o r  the  purpose of promoting wage movements and have 
made con tac t  with s tewards a t  o t h e r  a i r p o r t s ,  S imi l a r  developments 
have occurred elsewhere.  17 



In t h e i r  s t udy  of t he  motor c a r  i ndus t ry ,  Turner,  Clack and 

Roberts no t e  t h a t  t h e  development of shop steward o rgan i sa t i on  was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  f a s t  from the  mid-1950's i n  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  i ndus t ry .  

They e s t ima te  t h a t  by 1967 t h e r e  were approximately 5,000 a c c r e d i t e d  

shop s tewards i n  t he  automobile i n d u s t r y  who represen ted  some 200,000 

manual workers i n  t he  c a r  f i rms .  18 

Af t e r  examining t h e  r u l e s  of  two unions,  t he  Building and t h e  

E l e c t r i c a l  Trades Unions, B. C. Roberts d e s c r i b e s  f o u r  main s e t s  of 

t a sks  expected of a shop s tewards by t h e  union: 

(1) He i s  concerned wi th  recru i tment  t o  t h e  union and s t imul -  
a t i o n  of union o rgan iza t ion  and membership. (2) He i s  r e spons ib l e  
f o r  see ing  t h a t  members pay t h e i r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  r e g u l a r l y ,  and may 
undertake t h e  job of c o l l e c t i n g  and psying them over t o  t h e  branch 
s e c r e t a r y .  (3)  He i s  charged wi th  t he  t a s k  of ensu r ing  t h e  ca r ry -  
i ng  ou t  of e x i s t i n g  agreements,  working p r a c t i c e s ,  customs and 
h a b i t s  w i th in  a shop. (4) He has  t he  du ty  of r ep re sen t ing  the  
members' i n t e r e s t s ,  and of n e g o t i a t i n g  on t h e i r  beha l f ,  i n  any 
m a t t e r s  of d i f f i c u l t y  or  d i s p u t e  which may a r i s e ,  w i th  t he  foreman 
o r  management i n  h i s  shop.19 

However, a s  W.E.J. McCarthy p o i n t s  o u t  a f t e r  a more r e c e n t  survey o f  t h e  

information on the  s u b j e c t :  "Union r u l e  books a r e  no t  always an a c c u r a t e  

r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  workplace s i t u a t i o n  a s  i t  a f f e c t s  shop s tewards.  ,120 

An example from t h e  automobile i n d u s t r y  s e rves  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  p o i n t .  

In  most B r i t i s h  c a r  p l a n t s  two types  of o rd ina ry  s tewards have emerged. 

The f i r s t  i s  t h e  more widespread type of s teward who r e p r e s e n t s  on ly  

members of one p a r t i c u l a r  union.  The second type  of s teward r e p r e s e n t s  

members of two o r  more unions.  This type  of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  may be 



p a r t l y  explained by the  na tu re  of t he  work process  i n  automobile pro- 

duc t ion  where very  small  s e c t i o n s  of workers o f t e n  work toge the r .  A 

f u r t h e r  explana t ion  may a l s o  be sought i n  t he  p e c u l i a r  h i s t o r y  of t r a d e  

u n i o n i s s  i n  each f i rm.  A t  Ford p l a n t s ,  f o r  example, Turner, Clack and 

Roberts r epo r t  t h a t  t h i s  form of "geographical" cons t i tuency  i s  t h e  

norm. 
21  

Workshop r ep resen ta t ion  usua l ly  impl ies  much more than simply the  
I 

e l e c t i o n  of a  shop steward. Michael Hardy Spicer  desc r ibes  t he  s i t u a t i o n  

a s  being one where "the r e a l  s e a t  of power on t h e  shop f l o o r  does n o t  

r e s t  merely wi th  each ind iv idua l  shop steward but  with t h e  j o i n t  shop 

I1 

steward committees. "22 The j o i n t  shop s tewards '  committee u s u a l l y  con- I 

I1 

s i s t s  of a l l  t h e  shop stewards from t h e  d i f f e r e n t  unions i n  one p l ace  of ll 
I 

work. The TUC Report of 1960 noted t h e  ex t ens ive  coverage of t h i s  in -  
I1 

formal system: "No census has  been taken but  i n s t ances  of j o i n t  a c t i v -  

i t i e s  between stewards of d i f f e r e n t  unions a r e ,  i n  some i n d u s t r i e s  a l -  

most a s  widespread a s  workshop r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  i t s e l f .  l~~~ m e  e x t e n t  t o  

which j o i n t  shop s tewards '  committees have gained r ecogn i t i on  from 

management has  v a r i e d  cons iderably .  During the  World War I the  National  

Council of Shop Stewards campaigned f o r  t h e  r ecogn i t i on  of shop s tewards 

i n  t h e  munitions indus t ry .  Government i n t e rven t ion  i n  nego t i a t i ons  be t -  

ween t h e  Engineering Employers' Federa t ion  and t h e  engineer ing  unions 

led  t o  c o l l e c t i v e  agreements which granted some of the r ecogn i t i on  sought,  

and made provis ion  f o r  t he  o p t i o n a l  es tab l i shment  of works committees i n  

the  engineering indus t ry .  
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In a  b r i e f  bu t  informative a r t i c l e ,  S h i r l e y  Lerner and John 

Bescoby provide a  h e l p f u l  d e s c r i p t i v e  overview of t h e  n a t u r e  of shop 

steward organisa t ion  a t  t he  l e v e l  of t he  indus t ry  and t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

company i n  the B r i t i s h  engineering indus t ry .24  Lerner and Bescoby f i r s t  

consider the industry-wide combine committee which comprises stewards 

from the  major companies i n  an indus t ry  group. They r e f e r  t o  t he  major 

at tempts  t o  bu i ld  combine committees i n  engineer ing .  The f i r s t  such 

e f f o r t  was the National Conncil of Shop Stewards which opera ted  i n  t h e  

munitions i n d u s t r i e s  during World War I. The second was the  Shop 

Stewards' National Council which s t a r t e d  j u s t  p r i o r  t o  1939 i n  t h e  

London a i r c r a f t  i ndus t ry  and l a t e r  broadened i t s  base t o  inc lude  a l l  

engineering workers on a  n a t i o n a l  s c a l e .  The t h i r d  and more r ecen t  

example i s  the  Motor-Indus t r y  Combine Commit t e e  which included s tewards 

from the  "Big Motor companies and was notab ly  a c t i v e  i n  t he  e a r l y  

f i f t i e s  up t o  t he  major s t r i k e s  a t  t he  B r i t i s h  Motor Corporation and 

Ford in  1956 and 1957. An added f e a t u r e  of t h i s  kind of combine t h a t  

i s  no t  mentioned by Lerner and Bescoby is  the  at tempt  t o  b u i l d  a  

n a t i o n a l  cen t r e  encompassing r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  from a l l  shop stewards 

in  t he  country, r ega rd l e s s  of i ndus t ry .  The 1960 TUC Report makes 

re ference  t o  two such a t tempts :  f i r s t l y ,  " the a b o r t i v e  conference i n  

December 1959 convened i n  t he  name of t h e  F i r t h  Brown stewards" and 

secondly, "the o rgan i sa t ion  which goes under t he  name of the  Engineering 

and A l l i e s  Trades Shop Stewards National  Council. 1126 

The second main kind of shop steward o rgan i sa t ion  considered by 



Lerner and Bescoby is the  company-wide combine commit t e e .  Such committees 

a r e  composed of shop stewards who a r e  employed i n  d i f f e r e n t  works of t h e  

same f i n .  For a n a l y t i c a l  purposes the  au thors  choose t o  cons ider  t h e  

development of company combine committees i n  fou r  s t ages .  

The f i r s t  s t age ,  t he  formation of informal  committees of co r r e s -  

pondence between j o i n t  shop s tewards '  committees i n  d i f f e r e n t  works, 

u sua l ly  r e s u l t s  from t h e  need f o r  f u r t h e r  information about earn ings ,  

condi t ions  and the  genera l  bargaining s i t u a t i o n  i n  o the r  f a c t o r i e s .  

J o i n t  ad hoc meetings may take  p lace .  

These committees of correspondence q u i t e  o f t e n  evolve i n t o  a  

r egu la r  o rgan i sa t  ion which ~ e r n e d  and Bescoby term t h e  "formal unrecog- 

n ised  committee . I 1  

The most preva len t  type of Combine i s  the  formal unrecognised commit- 
t e e  which holds  r egu la r  meetings, keeps minutes and has  execu t ive  
o f f i c e r s ;  sometimes it may a l s o  have a  w r i t t e n  c o n s t i t u t i o n .  However, 
it  is  not  recognized e i t h e r  by management o r  the  t r a d e  unions and t h i s  
absence of recogni t ion  not  on ly  p l aces  l i m i t a t i o n s  on i t s  func t ions  
and o b j e c t i v e s  but  a l s o  he lps  t o  f a sh ion  the  way i n  which i t  pursues 
i t s  goa l s .  2 7 

The t h i r d  ca tegory  considered by Lerner and Bescoby is  d i s t i ngu i shed  

from the  second, no t  by o rgan i sa t ion ,  bu t  r a t h e r  by i t s  behaviour.  

The t h i r d  type of company Combine comes i n t o  ex i s t ence  when a  formal- 
l y  unrecognised Combine behaves l i k e  a  union wi th in  a  union, c r e a t i n g  
problems between the  rank-and-f i l e  union members and union o f f i c i a l s  . 28 

The d i s t i n c t i o n  between the  second and t h i r d  ca tegory  of company combine 

committee i s  no t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e l p f u l .  The au tho r s  only  c i t e  one example. 



This w r i t e r  p r e f e r s  t o  remain caut ious  of "general iz ing" such an exper- 

ience i n t o  a  c e r t a i n  type of combine committee. Furthermore one is never  

q u i t e  c l e a r  where t o  draw the  l i n e  between the  two types of Combine Com- 

mi t t ee s .  Essen t i a l l y ,  t he  au thors  base t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i o n  according t o  

whether o r  not  the  union and the combine committee appear t o  be i n  con- 

f l i c t  over how ma t t e r s  a r e  t o  be handled i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p l a n t .  This 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i l l ,  of course,  vary  according t o  circumstances.  In  a  

s t r i k e  s i t u a t i o n  any combine co;nmittee may we l l  g ive  the  appearance of 

opera t ing  a s  a  "union wi th in  a  union. " 

!!I 

In t h e i r  fou r th  type of combine committee Lerner and Bescoby d i s -  
Ill 

cuss the  mat te r  of management r ecogn i t i on .  They c i t e  ins tances  i n  t h e  '11 

11 
B r i t i s h  engineering indus t ry  where management has  recognised a  p a r t i c u l a r  :;I 

Combine i n  some c o n s u l t a t i v e  o r  o t h e r  capac i ty .  2 9 

The Meaning of Shop-Floor Democracy 

Union r u l e s  o f t e n  neg lec t  t o  mention some of t h e  more important 

ma t t e r s  dea l ing  wi th  workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i o n .  This is  demonstrated by 

considering the  r e l a t e d  ques t ions  of how t h e  shop steward is  s e l e c t e d  and 

t o  whom he remains respons ib le .  McCarthy r e p o r t s  t h a t  

Most s tewards a r e  e l e c t e d  by a  "show of hands" i n  t h e  workplace. 
But many r u l e  books do not  s p e c i f i c a l l y  p r e s c r i b e  f o r  t h i s ,  and 
o f t e n  simply s t a t e  ba ld ly  t h a t  they  " s h a l l  be appointed."  Others 
say  nothing about how the  e l e c t i o n  i s  t o  be conducted, o r  how o f t e n  
i t  i s  t o  take  p lace .  Most r u l e  books s p e c i f y  the  body under whose 
I 1  j u r i s d i c t i o n "  shop stewards opera te ,  but  i t  i s  sometimes unc lea r  
who has t he  power t o  depr ive  them of t h e i r  c r e d e n t i a l s  and f o r  what 
reason. 30 



The shop steward system provides an i n t e r e s t i n g  a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  p r in -  

c i p l e  of d i r e c t  democracy a t  the  p lace  of work. The shop steward is  

e l ec t ed  by h i s  workmates i n  t he  shop o r  on the  s i t e .31  Sometimes the  

vote  w i l l  be a  mere fo rma l i ty  such as  when the  pos i t i on  is  not  opposed 

and the  steward is  acclaimed t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  f o r  a  f u r t h e r  per iod.  A t  

o the r  times the  e l e c t i o n  may be contes ted .  Roberts no tes  the  occas iona l  

occurrence of " f i e r c e  c o n t e s t s  f o r  t he  p o s i t i o n  of steward - i n  which ba l -  

l o t  vo tes  may even be arranged.  ~ 3 2  

It i s  sometimes argued t h a t  t he  s teward ' s  p o s i t i o n  is  not  p a r t i c -  

u l a r l y  democratic s i n c e  the  chances a r e  t h a t  t h e  candida te  w i l l  no t  have 

t o  a c t i v e l y  compete a g a i n s t  any r i v a l  c o n t e s t a n t s  f o r  t he  pos i t i on .  The 

argument deserves s c r u t i n y .  F i r s t  of a l l ,  it i s  h e l p f u l  t o  have some 

accu ra t e  information a s  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  of shop steward e l e c t i o n s .  A sur -  

vey conducted f o r  t he  Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' 

Associat ions of over a  thousand shop stewards from s i x  major unions 

revealed t h a t  

about two t h i r d s  of stewards e i t h e r  went through no form of e l e c t i o n  
o r  were the  only  candida te  f o r  t h e  job. For t he  most p a r t  those  who 
gave up being a  steward d id  so  because they  moved t o  another  job; 
ha rd ly  any were defea ted  i n  e l e c t i o n . 3 3  

The absence of formalised c o n t e s t s  f o r  t h e  o f f i c e  of shop steward i s  

p a r t l y  explained by the  f a c t  t h a t  r e l a t i v e l y  few members appear t o  want 

t he  p o s i t i o n .  The same survey revea led  t h a t  on ly  e i g h t  per  cent  of 

ord inary  members interviewed wanted t o  be shop stewards. 34 But such 



surveys remain of l imi t ed  va lue  a s  they only gauge t h e  a t t i t u d e  of work- 

e r s  a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  given time. Many workers may only s e r i o u s l y  cons ider  

themselves a s  p o t e n t i a l  candidates  f o r  t he  p o s i t i o n  of shop steward when 

the  p re sen t  ho lder  of t he  o f f i c e  i s  c l e a r l y  shown t o  be inadequate.  

Academic w r i t e r s  on i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  have g e n e r a l l y  tended t o  

be r a t h e r  s k e p t i c a l  a s  t o  the ex i s t ence  of any r e a l  process  of workplace 

democracy.35 In p a r t  t h i s  might be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  c o r r e c t  assessment,  

given t h e  obvious l i m i t a t i o n s  imposed by c a p i t a l i s t  r e l a t i o n s  of pro- 

duc t ion .  But t he  gene ra l  skept ic i sm more o f t e n  stems from an over- 

emphasis on l i b e r a l  models of r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  p o l i t i c a l  democracy. The 

main argument t h a t  can be presented i n  favour of workshop democracy, 

even a s  i t  p r e s e n t l y  opera tes ,  i s  t h a t  i t  appears  t o  o f f e r  some s o r t  of 

a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  some of the  shortcomings of l i b e r a l  p o l i t i c a l  democracy. 

To develop t h i s  argument i t  i s  necessary  t o  make a  b r i e f  excur- 

sus  t o  cons ider  some of the  d i f f e r e n t  t h e o r i e s  of democracy. In h i s  

work Capitalism, Social ism and Democracy, Joseph A. Schumpeter makes 

an important d i s t i n c t i o n  between what he c a l l s  "the c l a s s i c a l  doc t r ine , "  

r ep re sen t ing  the  e ighteenth-century  philosophy of democracy,36 and a  

rev ised  theory which he o f f e r s  a s  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  r e a l i t i e s  

of t h e  democrat ic  process  i n  most: c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t i e s .  He d e f i n e s  

t he  democratic method, a s  i t  r e a l l y  p re sen t s  i t s e l f ,  a s  " t h a t  i n s t i t -  

u t i o n a l  arrangement f o r  a r r i v i n g  a t  p o l i t i c a l  dec i s ions  i n  which in-  

d iv idua l s  acqu i r e  the  power t o  dec ide  by means of competi t ive s t r u g g l e  
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f o r  t he  people ' s  vo te .  1137 



Schumpeter proceeds t o  s e t  f o r t h  a  s e r i e s  of condi t ions  which he 

cons iders  t o  be e s s e n t i a l  t o  t he  r e a l i z a t i o n  of h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  of demo- 

cracy.  Consideration of t h e s e  condi t ions  serves  t o  deepen one ' s  under- 

s tanding of t he  l i m i t a t i o n s  of l i b e r a l  democracy. For example, under h i s  

four th  s e t  of con?i t ions ,  which he cons iders  under the  heading "Democratic 

Se l f -cont ro l , ' '  Schumpeter w r i t e s  a s  fol lows:  

The v o t e r s  ou t s ide  of par l iament  must r e spec t  t he  d i v i s i o n  of 
labor  between themselves and the  p o l i t i c i a n s  they e l e c t .  They must 
not withdraw confidence too  e a s i l y  between e l e c t i o n s  and they must 
r e f r a i n  from i n s t r u c t i n g  him about what he i s  t o  do - a p r i n c i p l e  
t h a t  has  indeed been u n i v e r s a l l y  recognized by c o n s t i t u t i o n s  and 
p o l i t  i c a  1 theory ever  s i n c e  Edrnund Burke ' s time .38 

By c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  i s  accountable  f o r  s o  

long a s  he holds o f f i c e ,  can be broadly s a i d  t o  opera te  a t  the  l e v e l  of 

t he  informal shop meeting i n  B r i t i s h  indus t ry .  It is  no t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

argue t h a t  a  f a r  g r e a t e r  degree of democracy can be s a i d  t o  ope ra t e  a t  t h e  

l e v e l  of t he  shop f l o o r  than i n  t he  realms of par l iamentary p o l i t i c s .  

Any formal exe rc i se  of t h e  r i g h t  t o  r e c a l l  shop stewards i s  probably 

q u i t e  r a r e  i n  B r i t i s h  indus t ry .  More important i n  p r a c t i c e  i s  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  stewards a r e  accountable  i n  t he  most d i r e c t  day-to-day meaning 

of the  term. McCarthy and Parker recognise  t h i s  when they  note  t h a t  

stewards a r e  "open t o  d a i l y  inf  luence and con tac t ,  working without  e f  - 
f e c t i v e  sanc t ions .  1139 

The work group e l e c t i n g  a  shop steward v a r i e s  i n  s i z e  but  is  

seldom s o  l a rge  a s  t o  s e r i o u s l y  i n h i b i t  c l o s e  and on-going communication 

between the  steward and the  ind iv idua l  shop worker. B. C. Roberts 



es t ima te s  t h a t  i n  1948 the re  was an average of one steward f o r  every  37 

members i n  t he  Amalgamated Socie ty  of woodworkers .40 More r e c e n t l y  

Turner and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  have found t h a t  t he  r a t i o  of s tewards t o  mem- 

bersh ip  i n  t he  c a r  f i rms  ranges from 1:35 i n  t he  N.U.V. B. and 1:40 i n  

the  A.E.U. t o  1:60 i n  t he  case  of t h e  T. and G.W.U. 41  he r e s u l t s  of 

a n a t i o n a l  survey of workshop r e l a t i o n s  conducted by the  Government 

Soc ia l  Survey f o r  t h e  Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers' 

Associat ions i n  1966 showed t h a t  t h e  average o rd ina ry  steward r ep re sen ted  

about 60 members. 
42 

A c e n t r a l  f e a t u r e  of workplace democracy i s  t he  shop f l o o r  meeting, 

which s c a r c e l y  f i n d s  any mention i n  union r u l e  books. The meeting may 

take  p l ace  i n  a c t u a l  working time o r  dur ing  a r egu la r  break.43 The shop 

f l o o r  meeting h e l p s  t o  ensure t h a t  the  steward remains f u l l y  accountable  

t o  t h e  workers on the  shop f l o o r  who, i n  t h e  l a s t  i n s t ance ,  would u s u a l l y  

maintain t h a t  they  have the  r i g h t  t o  r e c a l l  any p a r t i c u l a r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e .  

The meeting i t s e l f  i s  seen a s  t h e  key dec i s ion  making body. 

The danger t h a t  t he  workshop r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  w i l l  become es t ranged  

from those  he o r  she r ep re sen t s  i s  f u r t h e r  reduced by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

shop steward i s  s l a y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  who w i l l  u s u a l l y  cont inue working 

on the  shop f l o o r .  In a sample survey of shop stewards, t he  r e t u r n s  of 

which tended t o  be weighted i n  favour of senior-s tewards and wh i t e -co l l a r  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  Clegg, K i l l i c k  and Adams found t h a t  respondents  spent  an 

average of s i x  hours of working time per  week on union bus iness ,  whi le  

f u r t h e r  time was spent  ou t s ide  of working hours .  S ix  pe r  cent  of t h e  



respondents spent  over 30 hours of working time per  week on union bus iness ,  

and only four  per  cent  devoted a l l  t h e i r  working time t o  shop steward 

d u t i e s  . 44 

The means by which stewards a r e  compensated f o r  any l o s s  i n  earn-  

ings r e s u l t i n g  from the  performance of d u t i e s  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  the  pos i -  

t i o n  v a r i e s  cons iderably .  McCarthy r e p o r t s  t h a t ,  wi th  t h e  except ion of 

the  N.U.G.M.W., i t  is q u i t e  r a r e  f o r  shop stewards t o  r ece ive  money from 

! j \ I  
union funds o the r  than the  small  commission u s u a l l y  rece ived  f o r  c o l l e c t -  

45 
i n g u n i o n d u e s .  I n h i s s t u d y o f  t h e e n g i n e e r i n g i n d u s t r y , A .  I - M a r s h  lllillll 

I'lllyil 
Ill! found t h a t  the  union n a t i o n a l  procedure agreement made no p rov i s ion  f o r  

k l l  
t he  compensation of stewards f o r  working time l o s t  i n  c a r r y i n g  ou t  t h e i r  

46 d u t i e s .  Although the  Engineering Employers1 Federat ion does no t  appear 

11111 
anxious t o  encourage i t s  members t o  formal ly  recognise conveners o r  s e n i o r  

l i l l  

I l l  

shop stewards i t  i s  neve r the l e s s  t he  experience t h a t  informal  arrangements III 

a r e  o f t e n  arranged t o  cover t he  shop s t eward ' s  expenses.  In  t h e  au to-  

mobile i ndus t ry  i t  has become customary f o r  some companies t o  pay t h e  

ch ief  shop s tewards o r ,  conveners, a s  they  a r e  more g e n e r a l l y  known, t h e  

f a c t o r y  average earn ings ,  while  they  a r e  engaged i n  n e g o t i a t i o n s .  This  

payment i s  sometimes supplemented by shop c o l l e c t i o n s  i n  o r d e r  t o  b r i n g  

an ind iv idua l  convener 's  earn ings  up t o  t h e  average of t h e  s e c t i o n  of 

workers wi th  whom he i s  a s soc i a t ed .  4 7 

The e x t e n t  of workplace democracy i n e v i t a b l y  v a r i e s  from one shop 

t o  another .  Some academic observers  such a s  Roberts have tended t o  

s t r e s s  t h e  formal a spec t s  of t he  p o s i t i o n  of shop steward. He r e f e r s  



t o  t he  r u l e s  of c e r t a i n  unions which make s p e c i f i c  p rov i s ions  f o r  i n t e r -  

fe rence  i n  t he  process  of shop-f loor  democracy. 

Because of t he  danger of t he  wrong kind of persons thus  becoming 
stewards and misusing the  p o s i t i o n  f o r  t h e i r  own purposes,  and wi th  
the  lessons  of the  f i r s t  world war i n  mind, many unions provide t h a t  
branch, d i s t i n c t  o r  n a t i o n a l  committees s h a l l  have t h e  r i g h t  t o  v e t o  
the  appointment of any shop steward i f  it i s  thought t h a t  he i s  an  
unsu i t ab l e  choice .  In t he  Arnalganated Engineering Union, f o r  
example, a f t e r  a shop steward has been e l e c t e d  he must be approved 
by the  d i s t r i c t  committee before  he may undertake any d u t i e s  .48 

But, i n  po in t  of f a c t ,  a s  Roberts no te s  i n  t he  next  sentence,  t h i s  pro- 

cedure is  no t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e ,  f o r  i t  provides "only a l imi t ed  

check on the  q u a l i t y  of union shop s tewards."  

Workplace Bargaining and Wage-Drif g 

The growth of workplace o rgan i sa t ion  under economic cond i t i ons  

of labour  s c a r c i t y  produced new p a t t e r n s  of bargaining.  One of t h e  most 

prominent f e a t u r e s  of wage movements i n  B r i t a i n  s i n c e  1940 has become 

known a s  "wage-drift." The term desc r ibes  t h a t  p a r t  of t h e  r i s e  i n  pay 

t h a t  i s  arranged l a r g e l y  informal ly  a t  t h e  p l ace  of work r a t h e r  than  a t  

t he  n a t i o n a l  barga in ing  headquar te rs .  The p r e c i s e  measurement of wage- 

d r i f t  i s  d i f f i c u l t ,  bu t  t he re  i s  l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  t he  ga ins  have o f t e n  

accounted f o r  a s u b s t a n t i a l  p a r t  of t he  worker 's  take-home pay. Unlike 

the  formal ly  nego t i a t ed  awards and c o l l e c t i v e  agreement, t hese  ga ins  

have taken p l ace  f r e e  from any form of c e n t r a l  union c o n t r o l .  Apart 

from the  B r i t i s h  case  wage-drif t  has  been conspicuous i n  those western 



coun t r i e s  wi th  predominantly industry-wide s e t t l emen t s  such a s  Scandinavia,  

the  Netherlands and Aus t r a l i a .  49 

Wage-drift needs t o  be understood i n  a  dynamic sense.  It may be 

def ined a s  the  percentage i nc rease  i n  t h e  earninns-gap from any one 

given po in t  of t ime t o  another .50 The earnings-gap is  t h e r e f o r e  s t a t i c  

and r ep re sen t s  t h e  percentage by which earn ings  exceed wage r a t e s  a t  any 

given po in t  of time. Wage-drift may be d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from e a r n i n g s - d r i f t  

by a d j u s t i n g  t h e  earn ings  s e r i e s  s o  t h a t  overt ime earn ings  a r e  excluded. 

Any at tempt  t o  measure wage-drif t  would r e q u i r e  a  comparison of " the  

a c t u a l  movement of earn ings  with t h e  r i s e  t h a t  would have come about,  

a t  t h e  a c t u a l  l e v e l  of a c t i v i t y ,  from t h e  scheduled p rov i s ions  alone.  115 1 

Some of t h e  a c t u a l  mechanisms of wage-drif t  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  exper- 

ience a r e  descr ibed  by Phelps-Brown i n  t h e  fo l lowing  account:  

The employer may simply agree  w i th  an i n d i v i d u a l  workman o r  a  
group a  h igher  r a t e  than t h a t  scheduled;  o r  where t h e  scheduled 
r a t e  is  sacrosanc t  he may s t i l l  r a i s e  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  r a t e  by con- 
t r i v i n g  overt ime,  loosening s t anda rds  of g rad ing  and payment by 
r e s u l t s ,  and providing va r ious  k inds  of bonus and b e n e f i t .  Ad- 
vances f o r  p a r t i c u l a r  men o r  t a s k s  may be claimed and conceded 
a t  t h e  p l ace  of work. An important i n s t a n c e  of t h i s  i s  t h e  neg- 
o t i a t i o n  of p i ece - r a t e s ;  bu t  payment by r e s u l t s  w i l l  i n  any case  
g e n e r a l l y  y i e l d  h igher  pay per  u n i t  l abour  input  a s  t i m e  goes on, 
s o l e l y  through gradua l  improvement i n  m a t e r i a l s ,  equipment and 
o rgan i sa t i on  which enable  t he  job t o  be done more e a s i l y  than 
when i t  was f i r s t  t i1ned .5~  

Various exp lana t ions  f o r  wage-drif t  have been advanced. Some of 

the  main arguments a r e  c r i t i c a l l y  app ra i s ed  by H. A. Turner i n  an i m -  

p o r t a n t  a r t i c l e  i n  t h e  Manchester School.  5  3 



One argument sugges ts  t h a t  employers a r e  more w i l l i n g  t o  make 

concessions over  and above t h e  n a t i o n a l l y  agreed wage-rate when p r o f i t s  

a r e  h igh .  But Turner p o i n t s  t o  a  Swedish s tudy  which found no connection 

between "excess p r o f i t s "  and wage-drif t . 54 

Another popular  argument p o i n t s  t o  t h e  importance of cond i t i ons  of 

manpower su rp lus  o r  s c a r c i t y .  On t h i s  p o i n t  t h e r e  a r e  c o n f l i c t i n g  re- 

p o r t s  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  c o u n t r i e s  bu t  a t  l e a s t  one B r i t i s h  s tudy  has  found 

no r e l a t i o n s h i p  between d i f f e r e n t  degrees  of wage-drif t  and varying 

l e v e l s  of  labour s u r p l u s  o r  s c a r c i t y .  5 5 

The seeds  of  a  f u r t h e r  argument a r e  t o  be found i n  t h e  quo ta t i on  

by Phelps-Brown ( c i t e d  e a r l i e r )  where t h e  p o i n t  was made t h a t  r i s i n g  pro- 

d u c t i v i t y  may have t h e  e f f e c t  of boos t ing  piece-workers '  ea rn ings .  The 

problem wi th  t h i s  argument i s  t he  f a c t  t h a t  p ropor t i ona t e ly  more women 

i n d u s t r i a l  ope ra t i ve s  than men work on piece-work but  women's ea rn ings  

have increased l i t t l e  more than the  agreed wage-rates.  
5 6 

In  o rde r  t o  exp la in  wage-drif t  Turner makes a  d i s t i n c t i o n  between 

s h o r t  and long-term wage-dr i f t .  The former r e f e r s  t o  f l u c t u a t i o n s  i n  

t he  wage-drif t  from one year  t o  another  whi le  t h e  l a t t e r  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  

tendency f o r  wage-drif t  t o  i nc rease  over  t h e  long-term. In  t h e  case of 

manufacturing i n d u s t r y  Turner s ee s  two sets of f a c t o r s  i n  opera t ion :  

There i s  a  shor t - te rm wage-dr i f t ,  due t o  pieceworkers '  ea rn ings  
r i s i n g  with p roduc t iv i t y ,  bu t  which is  p e r i o d i c a l l y  o f f s e t  by 
s tandard  wage-advances t h a t  b r ing  timeworkers' ea rn ings  i n t o  
l i n e .  And t h e r e  i s  a  long-term wage-dr i f t  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  
upgrading of ope ra t i ve s  e n t a i l e d  by t echno log ica l  p rogress .  57 



In an e a r l i e r  paper which d e a l t  wi th  t he  f ind ings  of a  s tudy  of B r i t i s h  

wage movements from 1938 t o  1954 Turner showed how the  wage-systems i n  

some indus t r i e s  provided oppor tun i t i e s  f o r  workers i n  a  s t rong  barga in ing  

pos i t ion  t o  win wage-agreements a t  the  workplace. 58 In h i s  subsequent 

paper Turner aga in  acknowledges the  importance of l o c a l  bargaining i n  

a f f e c t i n g  wage-drif t .  He notes  t h a t  increased  p roduc t iv i ty  need n o t  

neces sa r i l y  r e s u l t  i n  t he  r e s e t t i n g  of p i ece - r a t e s  i f  ope ra t ives  show 
I 

l 
a wi l l ingness  t o  a s s e r t  t h e i r  bargaining s t r eng th .  Considerable l eve r -  

age may be exer ted  by informal workplace groups i n  a  whole v a r i e t y  of 

ways. The a c t u a l  boundaries de f in ing  nego t i ab l e  i s s u e s  may even be 

extended i n  the  course of such informal  c o l l e c t i v e  barga in ing .  

An important f e a t u r e  of wage-drif t  i s  

a  r e s u l t  of t h e i r  s t u d i e s  i n  the  engineering 

reported 

Il 
i t s  cumulative e f f e c t .  A s  11 

11 
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t h a t  workshop bargaining over p i ece - r a t e s  tends t o  a c t  a s  c a t a l y s t  
i n  the  engineering wage-dr i f t .  It appdars t h a t  s k i l l e d  male pay- 
ment-by-result  workers a r e  i n  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  p o s i t i o n  i n  the  work- 
shop; the  inc reases  which they r ece ive  s e t  i n  mot ion f a c t o r y  wage 
claims f o r  o t h e r  workers .59 

Shop stewards have played an important r o l e  i n  n e g o t i a t i n g  new wage 

s t r u c t u r e s .  The same authors  came t o  t he  conclusion t h a t  "the g r e a t e s t  

p a r t  of t he  wage-drif t  . . . f o r  male timeworkers i n  t he  45 f i rms  examined 

arose  out  of workshop bargaining between shop stewards and management. 1160 

Wage-drift a f f e c t s  the  o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union l eade r sh ip  who f e e l  

obl iged t o  respond t o  t he  i n i t i a t i v e  and cha l lenge  of succes s fu l  workshop 



bargaining. One outcome may be higher  o f f i c i a l  wage claims.  6 1 

Our genera l  conclusion i s  t h a t  t h e  bargaining r e l a t i o n s h i p  be t -  

ween employers and workers a t  the  p l ace  of work has proved very  important 

i n  a f f e c t i n g  wage-drif t .  It i s  now h e l p f u l  t o  consider  t h i s  phenomenon 

of workplace bargaining i n  a  broader h i s t o r i c a l  contex t .  Turner makes a 

use fu l  d i s t i n c t i o n  between the  p re sen t  bargaining r e l a t i o n s h i p  between 

employers and workers and t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  bargaining s t r e n g t h .  62 This 

d i s t i n c t i o n  is  h e l p f u l  i n  answering some of the  problems posed e a r l i e r  

with re ference  t o  d i f f e r e n t  n a t i o n a l  experiences.  Denmark has  exper- 

ienced a  high r a t e  of wage-drif t  i n  s p i t e  of a  h igh  unemployment ra te  

because of the h i s t o r i c a l  s t r e n g t h  of t r a d e  unionism i n  t h a t  country.  

New r a t e s  may tend t o  be negot ia ted  a t  a  disadvantage t o  labour  bu t  t h e  

e f f e c t s  w i l l  u sua l ly  take some time t o  be f e l t .  The oppos i te  cond i t i ons  

have preva i led  i n  t h e  case  of Western Germany where the  organised labour  

movement was smashed i n  the  e a r l y  t h i r t i e s .  Consequently, d e s p i t e  

r e l a t i v e l y  f u l l  employment, wage-drif t i n  Western Germany was n e g l i g i b l e  

i n  the f i f t i e s  while  such o the r  " f u l l "  employment economies a s  B r i t a i n  

and Sweden experienced a  s i g n i f i c a n t  degree of wage-drif t .  



FOOTNOTES 

'w. E. J. McCarthy provides  some examples of  a l t e r n a t i v e  t i t les  : 

In p r i n t i n g  they (shop s tewards)  a r e  c a l l e d  " fa thers"  o r  
I I mothers" of t h e  chape l ;  i n  t h e  Draughtsmen's union 
I I  corresponding members;" i n  t h e  I ron  and S t e e l  and 
Kindred Trades Assoc ia t ion  "Works r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , "  and 
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CHAPTER S I X  

UNOFFICIAL STRIKES AND GOVERNMENT POLICY: 1940-1969 

This chapter  w i l l  be devoted t o  providing a  d e s c r i p t i o n  and ana l -  

y s i s  of the  p r i n c i p l e  means by which informal  t r a d e  unionism has been 

chal lenged between 1940 and 1969. Two main f e a t u r e s  of t h i s  cha l lenge  

w i l l  be considered. The f i r s t  i s  t he  at tempt  by success ive  governments 

t o  in t roduce  wage r e s t r a i n t .  The second f e a t u r e  r e l a t e s  t o  l e g i s l a t i v e  

at tempts  t o  curb u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  It i s  argued t h a t  each of t hese  

developments r ep re sen t s  p a r t  of a  more genera l i sed  at tempt  t o  weaken 

informal  t r ade  unionism i n  contemporary B r i t a i n .  S imi la r  t r ends  can be 

de t ec t ed  i n  o the r  Western-type economies, with such common f e a t u r e s  

emerging a s  the  at tempt  by the  s t a t e  t o  engage the  support  of the of -  

f i c i a l  t r ade  union leadersh ip  t o  c o n t r o l  t he  autonomous d r i v e  from 

be low. 

Incomes Pol icy 

Reference has sometimes been made t o  t he  term "wage r e s t r a i n t "  

while a t  o the r  times the  expression "incomes pol icy" has been adopted. 

Nevertheless ,  governments have r a r e l y  had much success  i n  conceal ing 

the  f a c t  t h a t  t he  l a t t e r  term rep resen t s  l i t t l e  more than a  euphemism 

f o r  a  po l i cy  whose primary purpose i s  t o  r e s t r a i n  wage inc reases .  The 

r e l a t i v e  success  of u n o f f i c i a l  ac t ion  s i n c e  1940 does n o t ,  by i t s e l f ,  

o f f e r  a  s u f f i c i e n t  explanat ion f o r  t he  at tempt  t o  in t roduce  wage r e s -  

t r a i n t  i n  post-war Br i t a in .  The wider explana t ion  needs t o  be sought 



i n  the  economic, s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  changes t h a t  have a f f ec t ed  

B r i t i s h  s o c i e t y  s i n c e  the  Second World War. Since these  changes have 

2 
been considered elsewhere i t  i s  not  necessary  t o  e l a b o r a t e  i n  any 

g rea t  d e t a i l .  Only the  most s a l i e n t  background f a c t o r s  need be men- 

t ioned i n  o rde r  f o r  us t o  t r a c e  the  main s t eps  towards t h e  attempted 

implementation of wage r e s t r a i n t .  

It should be noted a t  t he  o u t s e t  t h a t  B r i t a i n  was no t  t he  f i r s t  

country t o  in t roduce  some s o r t  of incomes po l i cy .  A gene ra l  movement 

towards the in t roduc t ion  of some manner of s t a t e  c o n t r o l  of wage in-  

c reases  developed i n  one way o r  another  i n  most Western-type economies 

dur ing  the  post-war per iod.  The p re s su re  f o r  such c o n t r o l  proved espec- 

i a l l y  hard f o r  a  country l i k e  Holland which was h i g h l y  vulnerable  t o  

e x t e r n a l  economic f o r c e s .  B r i t a i n ,  i n  t u rn ,  experienced s i m i l a r  d i f -  

f i c u l t i e s  and s t r o v e  t o  implement s i m i l a r  s o r t s  of p o l i c i e s .  

Nicholas Davenport has noted t h a t  t he  commitment t o  high employ- 

ment, made towards the  end of t h e  Second World War, implied some s o r t  of 

acceptance of t he  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  has subsequent ly become known a s  "wages 

pol icy."3 For i n s t ance ,  the  1944 White Paper noted t h a t  i f  t he  govern- 

ment was t o  maintain a  high and s t a b l e  l e v e l  of employment, i t  was 

I I e s s e n t i a l  t h a t  employers and workers should e x e r c i s e  moderation i n  

wages matters ."4 The White Paper went on t o  s t a t e  t h a t  "The p r i n c i p l e  

of s t a b i l i t y  does mean t h a t  i nc reases  i n  the  genera l  l e v e l  of wage r a t e s  

must be r e l a t e d  t o  increased p roduc t iv i ty  due t o  increased  e f f i c i e n c y  

and e f f o r t .  I15 

One i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  dilemma fac ing  post-war B r i t i s h  c a p i t a l i s m  



t h a t  has  gained widespread a t t e n t i o n  has been the  r e l a t i v e l y  slow growth 

r a t e  of t h e  economy compared t o  t h a t  of o the r  western c a p i t a l i s t  econ- 

omies. 

A s  t h e  gross  n a t i o n a l  product slowly rose ,  and with i t  domestic 
demand, t he  propor t ion  of t h e  n a t i o n a l  product a l l o c a t e d  t o  expor t s  
dec l ined .  The r e s u l t i n g  f a i l u r e  year a f t e r  year  t o  e a r n  enough on 
the  c u r r e n t  account led  t o  chronic  balance of payments c r i s e s ,  
which were of course aggravated by the  r i s i n g  l e v e l  of domestic 
c o s t s  and p r i c e s .  Moreover t h e  development of expor t s ,  of c o s t s ,  
and of p r i c e s  r e l a t i v e  t o  those  of B r i t a i n ' s  major compet i tors  i n  
world markets was even more adverse .6 

Incomes p o l i c y  i n  B r i t a i n  cannot be understood s o l e l y  a s  a  response 

t o  t h e  slow r a t e  of post-war economic growth. Economic planning became 

an inc reas ing ly  dominant theme of t he  domestic p o l i c i e s  of most Western 

c a p i t a l i s t  coun t r i e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1960s. In B r i t a i n ,  t h e  "stop-go1' 

po l i cy  of p e r i o d i c a l l y  checking product ion by means of r e s t r i c t i v e  mone- 

t a r y  and f i s c a l  measures, i n  o r d e r  t o  discourage imports,  hold down 

wages, and s t i m u l a t e  expor t s ,  was widely recognised a s  a  t o t a l l y  inade- 

quate  s o l u t i o n .  Nicholas Davenport, an a rdent  c r i t i c  of much post-war 

economic po l i cy ,  has  argued t h a t  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of "stop-go" p o l i c y  

was p a r t l y  r e spons ib l e  f o r  t h e  e x t r a  slow growth of t he  B r i t i s h  economy 

i n  t he  twelve years  s i n c e  1951. 

The theory  behind the  "stop" - t h e  sudden a p p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  d e f l a t -  
ionary  brakes - is t h a t  i t  reduces imports and s t i m u l a t e s  expor t s ,  
s o  t h a t  t h e  balance of payments i s  r e s t o r e d  t o  su rp lus .  But c u t -  
t i n g  down t h e  home t r a d e  does no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  s t imu la t e  expor t s  i n  
t he  l e a s t .  What i t  does do of a  c e r t a i n t y  i s  t o  reduce ou tput ,  
r a i s e  c o s t s  and worsen our  compet i t ive  p o s i t i o n  abroad .... And it  
c e r t a i n l y  does no t  s t o p  t h e  worker asking f o r  h igher  wages.7 



It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  no te  t h a t  over the  course of a decade, t h e  same 

Conservative Government which had been e l e c t e d  t o  o f f i c e  i n  1951 on a 

f i e r c e  market ideology programme, changed t o  accept ing  economic planning 

8 as  the new theme of i t s  domestic po l i cy .  The d e c i s i v e  s t e p s  towards an 

incomes po l i cy  may now be t r aced .  

When the  idea  of wage c o n t r o l  was f i r s t  mooted a f t e r  t h e  out-  

break of t h e  Second World War t h e  TUC accepted compulsory a r b i t r a t i o n ,  

r a t h e r  than f ace  d i r e c t  wage i n t e r v e n t i o n  by t h e  government. Af t e r  the 

war, appeals f o r  wage r e s t r a i n t  could be heard from t h e  Min i s t e r  of 

Labour and the  Prime Minis te r  of t h e  Labour admin i s t r a t i on .  By t h e  

second h a l f  of t h e  year  1950 i t  became c l e a r  t h a t  wage r e s t r a i n t  w a s  

no t  being accepted.  The TUC Congress of t h a t  year  de fea t ed  a General 

Council r e s o l u t i o n  f o r  a wage f r e e z e .  

The 1950s saw no n a t i o n a l  co-ordinated at tempt  a t  governmental 

con t ro l  of wages. Some i n d i c a t i o n  of f u t u r e  t r ends  could,  however, be 

de tec ted  i n  t he  f i r s t  r e p o r t  of t h e  Cohen Council on P r i c e s ,  Productiv- 

i t y  and Incomes, which advocated "moderation" i n  wage c la ims .  According 

t o  a t  l e a s t  one commentator t h e  r e p o r t s  i s sued  by t h e  Cohen Council be t -  

ween 1958 and 1961 r e a l l y  represen ted  l i t t l e  more than a t tempts  " t o  

br ing  moral p r e s su re  t o  bear  on t h e  t r a d e  unions by pub l i c  propaganda. I t l o  

The form t h a t  such propaganda t akes  has  been descr ibed  elsewhere by V.  L. 

A 1  len : 

Each time t h e r e  has  been an economic c r i s i s  t r a d e  unions have been 
s ing l ed  out  f o r  s p e c i a l  pub l i c  and p o l i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  a s  i f  i n  
them l a y  t h e  reasons f o r  t he  c o u n t r y ' s  economic mala i se .  On each 
occasion i t  has  been pointed ou t  by one Min i s t e r  o r  another ,  t h a t  



t r a d e  unions e x e r t  an upward, i n f l a t i o n a r y  p re s su re  on p r i c e s  
through excess ive  wage demands; t h a t  they e x e r t  a  downward pres -  
s u r e  on p r o d u c t i v i t y  through r e s t r i c t i v e  p r a c t i c e s ;  t h a t  they 
have depress ing  e f f e c t s  upon t o t a l  product ion through s t r i k e s ,  
overtime bans o r  c a l c a n n y ' s .  11 

In 1961 t h e  Chancellor of t h e  Exchequer, Selwyn Lloyd, ushered i n  

t he  Conservative Government's f i r s t  "pay pause." It provided t h e  c l e a r -  

e s t  s i g n a l  f o r  t h e  i n t roduc t ion  of n a t i o n a l  incomes po l i cy .  The govern- 

ment sought t o  r e s t r a i n  wage inc reases  i n  t h e  pub l i c  s e c t o r  and appealed 

t o  labour  and management t o  do l i kewi se  i n  t h e  p r i v a t e  s e c t o r .  The next  

year  t he  government i s sued  an important White Paper e n t i t l e d  Incomes 

Pol icy,  The Next Step which proposed t h a t  i nc reases  i n  wages and s a l a r i e s  

be kept  wi th in  a  "guiding l i g h t "  of two and a  h a l f  per  c e n t .  Such deve l -  

opments towards wage- res t ra in t  were accompanied by the  es tab l i shment  of 

va r ious  counc i l s .  Mention has  a l r eady  been made of t h e  Cohen Council. 

A more ambit ious p r o j e c t  was t he  Nat ional  Economic Development Council 

(N.E.D.C.) which was supposed t o  have r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  from employers, 

t r a d e  u n i o n i s t s  and government. Like t h e  Cohen Council i t  had no powers 

of compulsion. Alongside t h e  N.E.D.C. t h e  government e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  

Nat ional  Incomes Commission (N. I. C. ) which was supposed t o  i nqu i r e  i n t o  

wage claims t h a t  were considered p a r t i c u l a r l y  important .  The ope ra t i ng  

p r i n c i p l e  was t o  keep inc reases  i n  wages and s a l a r i e s  w i th in  t h e  l i m i t s  

s e t  by t h e  l e v e l  of p r o d u c t i v i t y  i nc reases .  The a t tempts  t o  e s t a b l i s h  

a  n a t i o n a l  p r i c e s  and incomes p o l i c y  based upon a  guide pos t  approach 

was cont inued i n t o  1964. The so-ca l led  "Jo in t  Dec la ra t ion  of I n t e n t  on 

P roduc t iv i t y ,  P r i ce s  and Incomes" was s igned by government, management 



and t h e  TUC. A Nat ional  Board f o r  P r i ce s  and Incomes was set up t o  

i n v e s t i g a t e  and r e p o r t  on ca se s  r e f e r r e d  t o  it by t h e  government. 12 

The p o l i c i e s  s o  f a r  descr ibed  were no t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  succes s fu l  

i n  c o n t r o l l i n g  e i t h e r  wage o r  p r i c e  i nc reases .  The TUC accepted the  

idea  of s e t t i n g  up a vo luntary  wage-vetting committee bu t  i t s  degree 

of c o n t r o l  remained minimal. For t h e  employers '  p a r t  t h e  Confederation 

of B r i t i s h  Indus t ry  was no t  even a b l e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a committee t o  check 

on p r i c e  i nc reases  l e t  a lone e x e r t  any in f luence  over  i t s  member organ- 

i s a t i o n s .  
13 

The argument t h a t  the  labour  movement should r e s o l u t e l y  oppose 

a l l  a t tempts  t o  implement an incomes p o l i c y  was slow i n  ga in ing  no t i ce -  

a b l e  suppor t .  A t  f i r s t  such a s t ance  was widely dismissed a s  being 

unneces sa r i l y  nega t ive .  It was f u r t h e r  c r i t i c i s e d  f o r  i t s  supposed 

f a i l u r e  t o  take  i n t o  account t h e  o r i e n t a t i o n  t h a t  such an incomes p o l i c y  

could t ake  under a Labour admin i s t r a t i on .  Davenport no t e s  how "Frank 

Cousins was a b l e  t o  say  without  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  a t  t he  Trades Union Con- 

g re s s  i n  September, 1963, t h a t  Labour would never  agree  t o  a wage 

r e s t r a i n t  po l i cy  under a Conservative Government. "14 A Labour Govern- 

ment was viewed i n  a d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t .  It i s  no t  p o s s i b l e  t o  focus on 

the  d i f f e r e n t  pos tu re s  adopted i n  t h e  f a c e  of t h e  t h r e a t  of an incomes 

po l i cy .  Most of t he  arguments i n  defence of incomes po l i cy ,  such a s  

those r a i s e d  e a r l i e r  by Allen,  a r e  open t o  cha l lenge .  

For t r a d e  unionism, t h e  imp l i ca t i ons  of any long-term acceptance 

of incomes po l i cy  by organised labour  would be f a r  reaching .  Andrew 



Shonfield notes  t he  r e a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of incomes po l i cy  i n  the  fol lowing 

passage : 

. . .what a  f u l l y  f ledged "incomes policy' '  r e a l l y  implies  is  t h e  
equiva len t  of a  new Soc ia l  Contract :  i t  presupposes a  s o c i e t y  i n  
which the  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r e s t  groups have marked out  a  s u f f i c i e n t  
a r ea  of agreement about t he  present  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of wealth t o  deny 
themselves t he  r i g h t  t o  t r y ,  i n  t he  f u t u r e ,  t o  o b t a i n  c e r t a i n  ad- 
vantages a t  each o the r  ' s  expense. 15 

The weaknesses of a  po l i cy  based on voluntary  agreement were ev ident  from 

the  o u t s e t .  Even i f  t r a d e  unions and employers d i d  agree  t o  a  c e r t a i n  

c e i l i n g  t o  wage inc reases ,  t he re  was never any assurance t h a t  such a  

po l i cy  could be implemented. The TUC has never been ab le  t o  e x e r t  much 

c e n t r a l i z e d  a u t h o r i t y  over i t s  c o n s t i t u e n t  unions.  Cer ta in  f e a t u r e s  of 

the  development of B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  i n  t he  post-1940 per iod  

present  s p e c i a l  problems f o r  any p o l i c y  of wage c o n t r o l .  The growing 

s t r e n g t h  of informal  t r ade  unionism a t  t h e  l e v e l  of the  p l a n t  o r  work- 

shop poses s p e c i a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  which d i d  not  pass  unnoticed by com- 

mentators  a t  t he  time of t he  s ign ing  of t h e  "Statement of In t en t "  i n  

1964. 
16 

It was no t  u n t i l  September 1965 t h a t  t he  government announced i t s  

i n t e n t  ion of in t roducing  l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  back i t s  p r i c e s  and incomes 

pol icy .  The in t e r im  period saw t h e  ope ra t ion  of a  vo luntary  "ea r ly  

warning system," whereby the  TUC was supposed t o  be n o t i f i e d  of pay 

claims and se t t l emen t s .  Meanwhile t h e  government had the  r i g h t  t o  

r e f e r  any case  t o  the  Pr ices  and Incomes Board, and could demand a  

temporary s t a n d s t i l l  while  t he  Board r epor t ed .  In J u l y  1966 the  volun- 



t a r y  b a s i s  t o  wage r e s t r a i n t  was formal ly  abandoned by t h e  announcement 

of a  twelve month s t a n d - s t i l l  on p r i c e s  and incomes during which time, 

according t o  t h e  Cent ra l  Off ice  of Information,  "product iv i ty  would be 

allowed t o  ca tch  up wi th  t h e  excess ive  i nc reases  i n  incomes which had 

been t ak ing  p l ace .  "" A f u r t h e r  P r i ce s  and Incomes Act i n  1967 extended 

Pa r t  I1 of t h e  1966 Act f o r  a  f u r t h e r  twelve months. This  required t h e  

continued n o t i f i c a t i o n  of any changes i n  p r i c e s ,  incomes o r  terms and 

cond i t i ons  of employment. 1968 saw a f u r t h e r  ex tens ion  of t he  Act t o  

run up t o  t h e  end of 1969. Pol icy  was l a i d  down i n  the  White Paper, 

P roduc t iv i t y ,  P r i ce s  Incomes Pol icy  i n  1968 and 1969 which s t r e s s e d  

t h e  need f o r  a  " ce i l i ng"  on pay inc reases  of t h r e e  and a  h a l f  per  cen t  

un l e s s  an agreement could be shown t o  i nc rease  p r o d u c t i v i t y  and e f f i c i e n c y .  

The growing oppos i t i on  t o  incomes p o l i c y  has  found expression i n  

t he  annual  proceedings of t h e  TUC. The 1968 conference passed a  motion 

urging t h e  r e p e a l  of t h e  P r i ce s  and Incomes Act by an overwhelming 

ma jo r i t y .  A motion i n  suppor t  of t h e  TUC incomes v e t t i n g  scheme only 

j u s t  managed t o  ga in  acceptance.18 It was n o t  u n t i l  t h e  following year  

t h a t  t h e  TUC conference f i n a l l y  vo ted  a g a i n s t  any form of incomes po l i cy .  

The conference vo ted  a g a i n s t  t h e  advice  of t h e  General Council. With t h e  

backing of t h e  g i a n t  engineer ing  and t r a n s p o r t  unions t h e  September 

meeting of Congress narrowly c a r r i e d  a  motion demanding t h e  t o t a l  r e p e a l  

of t h e  1966 P r i ce s  and Incomes Act and c a l l e d  upon the  General Council 

t o  lead  a f f i l i a t e d  unions i n  oppos i t i on ,  o rgan i s ing  " a l l  forms of approp- 

r i a t e  a c t i o n  u n t i l  we achieve t h i s  aim. 1119 



The vo te  by Congress took p l ace  a f t e r  i t  had become apparent  t h a t  

the  government was no t  a t t ach ing  the  same importance t o  incomes po l i cy .  

In June of 1969 an e d i t o r i a l  i n  t he  Economist made the  fol lowing claim: 

The message t h a t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f i n a n c i e r s  thought they had go t  t h i s  
yea r  was t h a t  t h e  Wilson Government was going t o  be weak about in -  
comes po l i cy ,  but  a t  l e a s t  i t  was going t o  compensate by pass ing  
l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  t a c k l e  what a  spokesman f o r  the  Bank of I n t e r n a t i o n a l  
Se t t lements  has  c a l l e d  the " t inge  of anarchy" i n  B r i t a i n ' s  i n d u s t r i a l  
r e l a t i o n s  .20 

21 
A t  t he  time of w r i t i n g  i t  i s  s t i l l  premature t o  at tempt  any 

f i n a l  assessment of incomes po l i cy  i n  t he  B r i t i s h  experience.  Attempts 

by government t o  secure the  voluntary  acceptance of wage r e s t r a i n t  by 

unions cha rac t e r i s ed  the  e a r l i e r  per iod .  The eventua l  adopt ion of some 

measure of compulsion was viewed a s  being i n  p a r t  a  l o g i c a l  outcome of 

t he  f a i l u r e  t o  secure  l abour ' s  a c t i v e  co-operat ion,  and i n  p a r t ,  a s  one 
(1, 

f u r t h e r  s t e p  towards t h e  broader acceptance of t h e  concept of what econ- 

omists  r e f e r  t o  a s  an "ac t ive  manpower pol icy ."  Incomes p o l i c y  has  been 

p r imar i ly  analyzed a s  p a r t  of an at tempt  t o  s h i f t  t he  balance of economic 

power away from organised labour .  I f  t he  a t tempt  has no t  been an un- 

q u a l i f i e d  success  it has nonethe less  served i n  t he  e f f o r t  t o  t r y  t o  

i s o l a t e  t r a d e  unionism as  one of the  causes of B r i t a i n ' s  economic d i f -  

f i c u l t i e s .  Despite t he  t h e o r e t i c a l  weakness of such a  c la im i t  i s  an 

argument t h a t  i s  f r equen t ly  presented.  It i s  a l s o  t o  be found i n  t h e  

debates  on a n t i - s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n .  The remainder of t he  chapter  looks 

a t  government a t tempts  t o  introduce l e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  r e s t r i c t s  t h e  r i g h t  

t o  s t r i k e .  



Ant i -S t r ike  Leg i s l a t i on  

During both world wars, s t r i k e s  were no t  on ly  u s u a l l y  u n o f f i c i a l ,  

they were a l so ,  f o r  t he  most p a r t ,  t o t a l l y  i l l e g a l .  The experience was 

somewhat s i m i l a r  during both per iods .  The Munition of War Act of 1915 

made a r b i t r a t i o n  compulsory f o r  those engaged on munitions work, thus  

e f f e c t i v e l y  making s t r i k e s  i l l e g a l  i n  those i n d u s t r i e s .  The fol lowing 

year  t h e  a c t  was extended t o  inc lude  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i e s .  It remained i n  

fo rce  u n t i l  a f t e r  t he  war. The Second World War r e s u l t e d  i n  t he  i n t r o -  

duct ion of the r a t h e r  s i m i l a r  Conditions of Employment and National  

A r b i t r a t i o n  Order (S. R.O. 1305) i n  1940. This o rde r  remained i n  f o r c e  

u n t i l  August 14, 1951. 

A glance a t  t h e  number of i n d u s t r i a l  d i s p u t e s  recorded f o r  both 

war per iods  shows t h a t  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  appeared t o  have l i t t l e  e f f e c t .  

In f a c t ,  i n  t he  v a s t  ma jo r i t y  of cases ,  t h e  s t a t e  chose n o t  t o  t r y  t o  

enforce  i t s  r u l i n g  aga ins t  s t r i k e r s .  It i s  ques t ionab le  whether t h e  

s t a t e  could have made provis ions  f o r  t he  hundreds of thousands who went 

on s t r i k e  a t  one time o r  another  dur ing  t h e  course  of both wars. 
2 2 

Allen e s t ima te s  t h a t  approximately one and a  h a l f  m i l l i o n  workers 

engaged i n  some form of s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  per iod  between the  i n t r o -  

duc t ion  of t he  Order i n  1940 and January of 1944. Of these  s t r i k e r s  

only 5,000 were prosecuted,  and l e s s  than 2,000 were a c t u a l l y  convicted.  
23 

The evidence would t h e r e f o r e  suggest  t h a t  l e g i s l a t i o n  proved 

l a r g e l y  i n e f f e c t i v e  i n  c u r t a i l i n g  s t r i k e s .  In 1951 t h e  wartime 

National  A r b i t r a t i o n  Order came t o  an end. Proposals  f o r  t h e  i n t r o -  



duct ion  of a n t i - s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n  do n o t  appear t o  have f ea tu red  h i g h  

on the  agenda of e i t h e r  employers of government dur ing  the  next  few 

yea r s .  There were, neve r the l e s s ,  a  number of c o u r t  d e c i s i o n s  which 

a f f e c t e d  t he  r i g h t  t o  s t r i k e .  One w r i t e r  sums up t h e  exper ience  a s  

fol lows : 

With inc reas ing  v igour  t h e  Courts have, s i n c e  t h e  war, been a t -  
t ack ing  we l l - e s t ab l i shed  t r a d e  union r i g h t s  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  
r i g h t  t o  s t r i k e .  In s o  doing they  have r e -wr i t t en  t h e  law a s  it 
had been u n i v e r s a l l y  understood and app l i ed  f o r  a  gene ra t i on .  24 

We may now examine e x p l i c i t  l e g i s l a t i v e  proposa ls  t o  curb  s t r i k e s .  

Unof f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  have been the  main s u b j e c t  of government concern. 

The P r i ce s  and Incomes Act of 1966 l a i d  i t s  major emphasis on 

the  p r i n c i p l e  of vo lun ta ry  agreement between a l l  p a r t i e s ,  Nevertheless ,  

p rovis ion  was made t o  g ran t  t h e  government t h e  necessary  s t a t u t o r y  

powers t o  enforce  i t s  r u l i n g s .  The most c o n t r o v e r s i a l  was Pa r t  IV 

of t h e  a c t  which contained t h e  p rov i s ions  f o r  a  compulsory p r i c e s  and 

wages f r e e z e .  This was supposed t o  be f o r  a  temporary pe r iod .  The 

enforcement c l ause  was intended t o  cover no t  on ly  n a t i o n a l  wage c la ims  

but  a l s o  a l l  l o c a l  c la ims f o r  imp.roved pay o r  cond i t i ons  of employment. 

It s t i p u l a t e d  t h a t :  

I f  any t r a d e  union o r  o t h e r  person t akes ,  o r  t h r e a t e n s  t o  take ,  any 
a c t i o n ,  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  any a c t i o n  by way of t ak ing  p a r t ,  o r  
persuading o t h e r s  t o  t ake  p a r t ,  i n  a  s t r i k e ,  wi th  a  view t o  compel, 
induce o r  i n f luence  any employer t o  implement an award o r  s e t t l e -  
ment i n  r e s p e c t  of employment a t  a  t i m e  when t h e  implementation 
of t h a t  award o r  s e t t l emen t  i s  forb idden  under t h e  foregoing  pro- 
v i s i o n s  of t h i s  Pa r t  of t h i s  Act,  h e  s h a l l  be l i a b l e -  



(a) on summary convic t ion  t o  a f i n e  n o t  exceeding one hundred 
pounds, and 

(b) on convic t ion  o r  indictment  t o  a f i n e  which, i f  t h e  of -  
fender  is no t  a body corpora te ,  s h a l l  no t  exceed f i v e  hundred 
pounds .25 

In  1965 t h e  Labour Government s e t  up t he  Royal Commission on 

Trade Unions and Employers' Assoc ia t ions .  In t he  course of t h r e e  yea r s  

work much of t h e  Commission's time was engaged i n  c o l l e c t i n g  evidence 

on t r a d e  union l e g i s l a t i o n .  The p ropos i t i on  t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  

should be rendered i l l e g a l  was examined. The w r i t e r s  of t h e  Report 

made a f a i r l y  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  assessment of t h e  imp l i ca t i ons  of a n t i -  

s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n .  In a r r i v i n g  a t  i t s  dec i s ion  t h e  writers were i n -  

f luenced by both f o r e i g n  and home experience.  The proposa ls  t h a t  t h e  

Report d i d  make l a r g e l y  pe r t a ined  t o  t h e  cha l lenge  of wage-dr i f t  and 

t h e  concern over  t h e  lack  of managerial  c o n t r o l  i n  workshop a f f a i r s .  

In p a r t  t he  Report was concerned with why t h e  wage f r e e z e  had f a i l e d .  

One response t o  t he  pub l i ca t i on  of t he  Royal Commission was 

p r e d i c t a b l e .  The Report was a t t acked  by va r ious  advocates  of a n t i -  

s t r i k e  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Within a ma t t e r  of months i t  seemed a s  though 

concessions were t o  be granted t o  such elements .  In January of  1969 

the  Sec re t a ry  f o r  Employment and P roduc t iv i t y ,  Barbara Cas t le ,  pub- 

l i s h e d  a White Paper e n t i t l e d  In Place of S t r i f e  which made a s e r i e s  

of p roposa ls  f o r  what was c a l l e d  " t rade  union reform. '12' The White 

Paper proposed l e g i s l a t i o n  which would have given the  government t h e  

power t o  o rde r  those  involved i n  an u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  t o  d e s i s t  f o r  up 

t o  28 days,  whi le  an au tho r i s ed  procedure f o r  s e t t l i n g  d i s p u t e s  was t o  



be used, o r  a  c o u r t  of i nqu i ry  looked i n t o  t h e  m a t t e r .  Two f u r t h e r  

proposa ls  deserve mention. The f i r s t  would have given t h e  m i n i s t e r  f o r  

Employment and P roduc t iv i t y  the  power t o  i s s u e  an o rde r  r e q u i r i n g  a sec-  

r e t  b a l l o t  before  an o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  could be c a l l e d .  The second proposa l  

would have given t h e  m i n i s t e r  t h e  power t o  make an o rde r  t h a t  employers 

should, o r  should n o t ,  recognise  p a r t i c u l a r  unions a f t e r  a  cou r t  of in -  

qu i ry  had been du ly  au tho r i s ed  by t h e  r e c e n t l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  Commission on 

I n d u s t r i a l  Re la t ions .  It was argued t h a t  i f  such a  proposa l  were t o  be 

implemented i t  would he lp  ach ieve  a  r educ t ion  i n  t he  number of i n t e r -  

union d i s p u t e s .  

The proposed l e g i s l a t i o n  was a b r u p t l y  abandoned i n  t h e  middle of 

1969 i n  t h e  f a c e  of mounting t r a d e  union oppos i t i on .  The e x t e n t  of t h a t  

oppos i t ion  s u r p r i s e d  many commentators. For example, a f t e r  t h e  d r a f t  

p roposa ls  had been leaked t o  t h e  p re s s ,  David Wood of The Times saw 

l i t t l e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of anything more than token oppos i t i on  from t h e  l e f t  

wing of t h e  par l iamentary  Labour Par ty .  Wood maintained t h a t  

... whatever t h e i r  l e ade r s  o r  backbenchers say ,  a  m a j o r i t y  of  rank 
and f i l e  t r a d e  u n i o n i s t s  suppor t  a n t i - s t r i k e  measures. The b a t t l e  
i s  l o s t  be fo re  t h e  f i r s t  ea r ly-day  motion has  been d ra f  t ed .27  

The exper ience  over  t h e  fo l lowing  few months proved o therwise .  

The f i r s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  m o b i l i s a t i o n  of workers i n  oppos i t ion  t o  

t he  a n t i - s t r i k e  proposa ls  developed out  of t h e  c a l l  by t h e  S c o t t i s h  

miners f o r  a  one day s t r i k e  on February 27, 1969. Some suppor t  was 

mobi l i sed  i n  England, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  Northern i n d u s t r i a l  r eg ions  of 



Merseyside and Clydeside. One sympathetic r e p o r t  c i t e s  e s t ima te s  of 

50,000 s t r i k e r s  i n  dock and bu i ld ing  employment on Merseyside and about 

45,000 s t r i k e r s  on Clydeside. 28 A one day s t r i k e  of g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

took p lace  on May 1, 1969. The Economist repor ted  t h a t  around 200,000 

f a i l e d  t o  show f o r  work. 
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In i t s  e d i t o r i a l ,  t h e  weekly newspaper ob- 

served t h a t  the  s t r i k e  d i d  r ep re sen t  " the f i r s t  r e a l  i n d u s t r i a l  a c t i o n  

f o r  unashamedly p o l i t i c a l  purposes s i n c e  the  gene ra l  s t r i k e  of 1926 - 
and it was aga ins t  a Labour g o v e r n ~ n e n t . " ~ ~  Although t h e  General Council 

of the  TUC refused  t o  endorse the  s t r i k e ,  support  was no t  always of an 

u n o f f i c i a l  n a t u r e .  'Jho unions, t he  Watermen, Lightermen and Tugmen' s 

union and the  Stevedores and Dockers' union, o f f i c i a l l y  backed t h e  

s t r i k e .  On Merseyside the  s t r i k e  had t h e  support  of t h e  Liverpool 

Trades Council. In London the  l o c a l  branch of t h e  Socie ty  of Graphical  

and Al l i ed  Trades endorsed s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  

The General Council of t he  TUC agreed t o  c a l l  a s p e c i a l  congress  

i n  June of 1969. The f i r s t  s p e c i a l  congress of the  TUC t o  take  p l ace  i n  

f i f t y  years  r e s t r i c t e d  i t s e l f  t o  c a s t i n g  vo te s  a g a i n s t  t h e  government's 

proposed i n d u s t r i a l  reforms, and endorsing what the  TUC c a l l e d  i t s  a l -  

t e r n a t i v e  "Programme f o r  Action." This amounted t o  a proposa l  whereby 

the  General Council would undertake t o  d e a l  with u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  and 

in te r -union  d i s p u t e s  on a voluntary  b a s i s .  In  t he  f a c e  of oppos i t i on  i n  

both the  t r a d e  union movement, and i n  h i s  own p a r t y ,  t he  Prime Min i s t e r  

f i n a l l y  abandoned t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  and announced t h a t ,  i n  i t s  p l ace ,  t h e  

TUC General Council had made a "solemn and binding" agreement t o  a t tempt  



t o  curb u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  It was widely considered t h a t  t h e  terms of  

t he  a c t u a l  agreement amounted t o  ve ry  l i t t l e  indeed.  The r e a l  s i g n i f i -  

cance of the  agreement l a y  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  TUC General Council was, 

f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime, and a t  t h e  p u b l i c  r eques t  of t he  government, s e r i o u s l y  

cons ider ing  i n t e r v e n t i o n  a g a i n s t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  

The 1969 proposa ls  t o  curb u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  may be p a r t l y  seen  

a s  symbolic. The r e a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e  White Paper proposa ls  was 

i deo log ica l .  From the  pe r spec t ive  of t he  government, i t  was important  

t o  f o s t e r  t he  b e l i e f  t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  were r e spons ib l e  f o r  

B r i t a i n ' s  economic d i f f i c u l t i e s .  The a c t u a l  d e t a i l s  of t h e  proposa ls  

were seldom t r e a t e d  a s  being p a r t i c u l a r l y  important .  The importance of 

t he  proposa ls  thus  l a y  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  once adopted, t h e  way would be 

c l e a r  f o r  more determined ons laughts  a g a i n s t  informal  t r a d e  unionism i n  

t he  f u t u r e .  For t h i s  reason,  and i n  s p i t e  of i t s  own c r i t i c i s m s  of t h e  

proposa ls ,  t h e  Economist supported t h e  proposa ls  contained i n  In Place 

of S t r i f e  a s  t h e  " th in  end of an e v e n t u a l l y  s e n s i b l e  wedge. - l f 3  Even 

though t h e  proposa ls  were no t  adopted, t he  government could j u s t i f i a b l y  

claim t h a t ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  vagueness of i t s  announcements, t h e  TUC General 

Council had formal ly  agreed t o  t ake  on t h e  job of i n t e rven ing  i n  t h e  

event  of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  I nc reas ing ly  t h e  p re s su re  could be ex- 

pected t o  f a l l  on such s t r i k e s .  This was made c l e a r  i n  a  speech given 

by t h e  Prime Min i s t e r  i n  November, 1969. "In t h e  f i e l d  of  i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s ,  " Harold Wilson t o l d  t he  Lord Mayor's banquet,  



... we face  g r e a t  chal lenges i n  t he  months ahead. W e  f a ce  the pro- 
blem of an a s s e r t i o n  of the  power of the  f a c t o r y  f l o o r ,  a problem 
which is n o t  a B r i t i s h  monopoly, bu t  which i s  growing throughout 
Europe, and i s  r i f e  today i n  damaging s t r i k e s  i n  North America. A 
problem t o  which, whatever i t s  p a t t e r n  of l e g i s l a t i o n  about indust- 
r i a l  r e l a t i o n s ,  no country has found the  answer. 3 2 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

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

The Limitat ions of Trade Unionism 

A l l  i nd i ca t ions  appear t o  suggest  t h a t  t r ade  unionism alone is  

unable t o  t ranscend c e r t a i n  f a i r l y  narrow l i m i t a t i o n s  imposed by c a p i t -  

a l i s t  s o c i e t y .  The B r i t i s h  experience serves  a s  a  case  i n  p o i n t .  The 

r i s e  of a  n a t i o n a l  t r ade  union movement has  n o t  r e s u l t e d  i n  any fund- 

amental r e - d i s t r i b u t i o n  of the  n a t i o n a l  income. E. H. Phelps-Brown 

and E. P. Hart e s t ima te  t h a t  between 1870 and 1950 the  share  of wages 

i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  n a t i o n a l  income was never l e s s  than 36.6 pe r  cent  and 

1 never exceeded 42.6 pe r  c e n t .  S tudies  showing t h e  movements of d i f -  

f e r e n t  types of pay r e v e a l  a  remarkably s t a t i c  p a t t e r n  over  long 

per iods .  . In a  s tudy publ ished by t h e  National  I n s t i t u t e  of Economic 

and Soc ia l  Research, G. Routh shows the  r i g i d i t y  of the  p a t t e r n  of pay 

d i f f e r e n t i a l s  s epa ra t ing  d i f f e r e n t  occupat iona l  groups i n  B r i t a i n  be t -  

ween 1913 and 1960. 
2 

S t a t i s t i c s  such a s  these  w i l l ,  of course,  tend t o  obscure t h e  

s h o r t  term ga ins  t h a t  may be won by p a r t i c u l a r  groups of workers who 

pursue m i l i t a n t  c o l l e c t i v e  a c t i o n  i n  a  barga in ing  s i t u a t i o n .  However, 

t he  o v e r a l l  s i t u a t i o n  would appear t o  have been t h a t  t r a d e  unionism has 

had t o  f i g h t  t o  maintain t h a t  sha re  of t he  n a t i o n a l  income t h a t  goes t o  

workers.  



It i s ,  of course,  q u i t e  impossible t o  est imate the  share  of t h e  

n a t i o n a l  income t h a t  would have gone t o  wages i f  t rade  unionism had not  

been an a c t i v e  f o r c e .  There has ,  however, been an almost un ive r sa l  

recogni t ion  by employees a s  t o  t he  need f o r  some form of c o l l e c t i v e  

ac t ion  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s  a s  s e l l e r s  of labour power. The 

concept of t he  "spontaneity" of labour movements i s  one o f t h e  s tandard con- 

cep t s  used by Marxis ts  t o  desc r ibe  t h i s  process .  A c l a s s i c a l  p resent -  

a t i o n  of the  theory  of the  spontane i ty  of labour movements i s  t o  be 

found i n  V.  I. Lenin 's  work What I s  To Be   one?' where Lenin d i s t i n -  

guishes between t h e  l imi t ed  t r a d e  union consciousness which labour 

movements develop spontaneously and " soc i a l  democratic consciousness" 

which they do n o t .  Trade union consciousness i s  viewed a s  a  n a t u r a l  

and almost u n i v e r s a l  response t o  t he  worker 's  condi t ion.  It usua l ly  

involves a  w i l l i ngness  t o  organise  and take  s t r i k e  ac t ion .  "Social 

democratic consc iousness~ '  i s  what contemporary w r i t e r s  would r e f e r  t o  

a s  s o c i a l i s t  o r  r evo lu t iona ry  consciousness.  A t  the  time Lenin wrote 

What ----- Is To Be Done? Social-Democracy represented  the  dominant Marxist  

tendency i n  Russia. According t o  Lenin, revolu t ionary  consciousness 

does no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  develop out  of p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  the day-to-day 

s t r u g g l e  of labour  movements. Lenin argues a s  fol lows:  

We s a i d  t h a t  t h e r e  could not  y e t  be Social-Democratic consciousness 
among the  workers.  This consciousness could only be brought t o  
them from wi thout .  The h i s t o r y  of a l l  coun t r i e s  shows t h a t  t he  
working c l a s s ,  exc lus ive ly  by i t s  own e f f o r t ,  i s  a b l e  t o  develop 
only  trade-union consciousness ,  i . e . ,  it may i t s e l f  r e a l i s e  t h e  
n e c e s s i t y  f o r  combining i n  unions, t o  f i g h t  aga ins t  the  employers 
and t o  s t r i v e  t o  compel t he  government t o  pass  necessary labour 
l e g i s l a t i o n ,  e t c . 4  



Lenin appears t o  have based h i s  theory t o  a l a rge  e x t e n t  on a 

c r i t i c a l  reading of t he  Webbs' defence of t he  "spontaneous" B r i t i s h  

t r ade  union movement. The t h e s i s  of t h e  spontane i ty  of working c l a s s  

movements has r a r e l y  been s e r i o u s l y  chal lenged.  Sidney Peck makes t h e  

i n t e r e s t i n g  observa t ion  t h a t  t he re  i s  even a marked s i m i l a r i t y  between 

the t h e s i s  of working c l a s s  ideology advanced by S e l i g  Perlman and 

o the r  members of t he  Wisconsin School, and t h a t  advanced by Lenin. 6 

Despite poss ib l e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  over c e r t a i n  d e t a i l s  of Lenin 's  a n a l y s i s  

we can agree with E. J .  ~ o b s b a w m ~  t h a t  the  importance of Lenin's d i s -  

t i n c t i o n  would appear t o  be fundamental. Hobsbawm sugges ts  t h a t  t he  

d i s t i n c t i o n  be e l abo ra t ed  and rephrased t o  read a s  fo l lows:  

The 'spontaneous'  experience of t h e  working c l a s s  l eads  i t  t o  
develop two th ings :  on the  one hand a s e t  of immediate demands 
(e .  g . ,  f o r  h ighe r  wages) and of i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  modes of behaviour,  
e t c . ,  designed t o  achieve them; on the  o t h e r  - but  i n  a much vaguer 
form and not  i nva r i ab ly  - a gene ra l  d i scon ten t  wi th  t h e  e x i s t i n g  
system, a genera l  a s p i r a t i o n  a f t e r  a more s a t i s f a c t o r y  one, and a 
genera l  o u t l i n e  (co-operative a g a i n s t  competi t ive,  s o c i a l i s t  
aga ins t  i n d i v i d u a l i s t )  of a l t e r n a t i v e  s o c i a l  arrangements.8 

According t o  Hobsbawm such a r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  a b l e  t o  accommodate 

such ob jec t ions  t h a t  might be r a i s e d  wi th  r e spec t  t o  c e r t a i n  d e t a i l s  of 

Lenin 's  theory. The concept of "spontanei ty"  a s  reformulated by 

Hobsbawm does provide a h e l p f u l  pe r spec t ive  from which t o  ana lyse  informal  

t r ade  unionism i n  the  r ecen t  B r i t i s h  exper ience .  This  can be i l l u s t r a t e d  

by cons ider ing  some of t he  problems f a c i n g  workers who t ake  u n o f f i c i a l  

s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  



The Problems and P o s s i b i l i t i e s  of Informal Trade Unionism 

The s tudy has examined s e l e c t e d  a spec t s  of t h e  B r i t i s h  i n d u s t r i a l  

r e l a t i o n s  experience i n  a per iod  cha rac t e r i s ed  by cond i t i ons  of near  

f u l l  employment. Informal a spec t s  of t h a t  experience have been s t r e s s e d  

with p a r t i c u l a r  r e f e rence  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  The c e n t r a l  argu- 

ment of t h e  t h e s i s  has been t h a t  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  can b e s t  be 

understood a s  t he  opera t ion  of informal  t r a d e  unionism. Two d i s t i n c t  

l e v e l s  of t r a d e  unionism have been i d e n t i f i e d .  The f i r s t  involves  t h e  

n a t i o n a l  barga in ing  t h a t  occurs  between e s t a b l i s h e d  t r a d e  union organis -  

a t i o n s  and groups of employers u s u a l l y  organised i n t o  a s soc i a t ions .  

Formal w r i t t e n  agreements a r e  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  outcome of such negot- 

i a t i o n s .  The second l e v e l  of t r a d e  unionism has provided t h e  main focus  
i 

of i nqu i ry  f o r  t h e  present  s tudy .  In c o n t r a s t  t o  the  process  of formal  $-- 
r L 4 

n a t i o n a l  bargaining,  the  s tudy has drawn a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  informal  pa t -  

t e r n s  of t r a d e  unionism t h a t  a c t u a l l y  ope ra t e  a t  t he  l e v e l  of t he  

ind iv idua l  f i rm,  and f r equen t ly  a t  t he  l e v e l  of a p a r t i c u l a r  department 
1 

o r  workshop. 
1 

I 

The s tudy would no t  be complete without  some cons ide ra t ion  of t h e  

underlying problems f ac ing  informal  t r a d e  unionism i n  t h e  r ecen t  B r i t i s h  

experience.  We may d i s t i n g u i s h  between problems of an immediate n a t u r e  

and those  problems of a more fundamental kind which labour movements i n  

genera l  must face .  Immediate problems inc lude  those  d i f f i c u l t i e s  which 

workers experience a t  the l e v e l  of workplace t r a d e  unionism. 



One of t he  foremost problems f ac ing  informal  t r ade  unionism has  

been the  f a c t o r  of i s o l a t i o n .  Thus whi le  a  p a r t i c u l a r  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  

may command t o t a l  support  from those workers d i r e c t l y  involved, workers 

i n d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t e d  who e i t h e r  work elsewhere i n  t he  same p l an t  o r  who 

a r e  a f f e c t e d  due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e i r  work i s  dependent on suppl ies  may 

be somewhat coo le r  towards t he  s t r i k e .  In t h e  immediate sense,  support  

from o t h e r  groups of workers may n o t  always be t h a t  c r u c i a l .  Most un- 

o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s  a r e  of s o  s h o r t  a  d u r a t i o n  t h a t  o t h e r  workers learn  

l i t t l e  of t he  d i spu te .  But i n  the  ca se  of many d i spu te s  s o l i d a r i t y  may 

need t o  extend beyond t h e  immediate work m i l i e u .  This has  been most 

obvious i n  s i t u a t i o n s  where a  d i s p u t e  has  proved t o  be more pro t rac ted  

than a n t i c i p a t e d .  

The absence of s o l i d a r i t y  on a  wide l e v e l  w i l l ,  of course, s e rve  

t o  l e s sen  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of any form of t r a d e  unionism be it o f f i c i a l  

o r  u n o f f i c i a l .  The main po in t  t h a t  needs t o  be made wi th  respec t  t o  i n -  

formal  t r a d e  unionism, however, i s  t h a t  t h e  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  apparatus 

t h a t  could provide t he  framework f o r  broadening support  is o f t en  lack ing .  

In Chapter Five we reviewed c e r t a i n  a t tempts  t o  b u i l d  n a t i o n a l  o r  indus t -  

r i a l  movements of shop s tewards.  

The fragmented n a t u r e  of so  many working c l a s s  s t r u g g l e s  i n  pos t -  

1940 B r i t a i n  can b e s t  be expla ined  by looking a t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  develop- 

ment of informal  t r a d e  unionism. Ever s i n c e  f u l l  employment became a  

s e r i o u s  p o s s i b i l i t y  a f t e r  1938 and a  r e a l i t y  a f t e r  1940 t h e  o f f i c i a l  

t r a d e  union movements i n  B r i t a i n  demonstrated i t s  unwil l ingness  t o  
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adapt t o  t h e  new p o s s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  were opening up. Br i e f ly ,  t h e  pos- 

s i b i l i t i e s  e n t a i l e d  m i l i t a n t  bargaining i n  circumstances of f u l l  employ- 

ment wi th  the  aim of maximising ga ins  on a  l o c a l  b a s i s  and then seeking 

t o  spread the  ga in  t o  t he  r e s t  of the  industry. '  Ins tead ,  t r a d e  union 

leadersh ips  have tended t o  defend n a t i o n a l  barga in ing  a s  a f i r s t  p r i o r i t y .  

While t h i s  may be i n e v i t a b l e  i n  c e r t a i n  i n d u s t r i e s  where one employer 

c o n t r o l s  t he  wages throughout t h e  o rgan i sa t ion  (e.g.  r a i lways ) ,  it i s  

not  necessary  i n  those i n d u s t r i e s  where d e c e n t r a l i s e d  barga in ing  had 

assumed major importance (e.g.  eng inee r ing ) .  

Certain a t tempts  t o  b u i l d  a  n a t i o n a l  movement of workers through 

n a t i o n a l  conferences of shop s tewards were d iscussed  i n  Chapter Five. 

Mention might a l s o  be made of o t h e r  a t t empt s  t h a t  have been made over  

t he  per iod  1940-1969. Cer ta in  a t tempts  have demonstrated a  commitment 

t o  t he  p r i n c i p l e  of bu i ld ing  a  movement around the  demand f o r  workers '  

con t ro l .  One at tempt  took p l ace  towards t h e  end of 1948 wi th  the  form- 

a t i o n  of t he  sho r t - l i ved  London League f o r  Workers' Control .  A sub- 

sequent a t tempt  t h a t  was no more s u c c e s s f u l  took p l ace  i n  January 1961 

when de l ega te s  from f i v e  small  l e f t -wing  groups, inc luding  the  London 

Anarchis t  Group and the  S y n d i c a l i s t  Workers' Federa t ion ,  attempted t o  

e s t a b l i s h  a new National  Rank and F i l e  Movement. lo A more modest pro- 

j e c t  launched t h r e e  years  l a t e r  provsd mo& l a s t i n g .  The f i r s t  of an 

annual s e r i e s  of conferences on the  i s s u e  of workers '  c o n t r o l  took p l ace  

a t  Nottingham i n  Apr i l ,  1964. 
11 

The bas i c  s i m i l a r i t y  of t h e s e  movements h a s  been the  convic t ion  



t h a t  t r a d e  unionism needs t o  f i g h t  no t  on ly  f o r  a b e t t e r  l i v i n g ,  bu t  

a l s o  f o r  a  b e t t e r  l i f e .  One of the  s t r o n g e s t  contemporary advocates of 

a  s t r a t e g y  f o r  workers '  c o n t r o l  t h a t  cha l lenges  the  very  na tu re  of t h e  

product ion process  under c a p i t a l i s m  i s  ~ n d r e (  Gorz t o  whom we have a l r eady  

made r e fe rence .  According t o  Gorz: 

Pure wage claims should be seen as d e f l e c t i o n s  and m y s t i f i c a t i o n  
of much deep claims - worse than t h a t ,  as  a  dead end i n t o  which 
t h e  workers '  movement has  plunged. For they run i n  t he  same 
d i r e c t i o n  a s  t he  employers want them to :  they abandon t o  t he  
employers t he  power t o  organise  t h e  product ion process  a s  they 
p l ease .  12 

We use the  term "workers' con t ro l "  i n  the  sense used by ~ r i b i g e v i c *  and 

def ined  i n  Chapter Three o f ' t h i s  s tudy .  The p o l i t i c a l  pe r spec t ives  of 

the  p a r t i c i p a n t s  v a r i e s .  For example t h e  term "workers' con t ro l "  has  

sometimes been i d e n t i f i e d  with the  r a t h e r  vague demand f o r  "workers' 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n "  which gene ra l ly  seems t o  imply t h e  suggest ion t h a t  c e r t a i n  

workers should be promoted t o  lead ing  managerial  p o s i t i o n s  i n  f i rms  t h a t  

may be e i t h e r  p r i v a t e l y  o r  p u b l i c l y  owned. The fundamental ques t ion  of 

whether such reforms r e q u i r e  t he  a b o l i t i o n  of cap i t a l i sm i s  no t  always 

considered.  Even where it i s  emphasized t h a t  such schemes pre-suppose 

n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n ,  t he  r o l e  of workshop o rgan i sa t ions  i n  management is  

o f t e n  e n t i r e l y  ignored. The demand f o r  workers '  c o n t r o l  has  been i n t e r -  

p re ted  by one commentator a s  "an i n t e r m i t t e n t ,  u n o f f i c i a l ,  semi-utopian 

s logan,  cu r r en t  among stewards, Trades Council de l ega te s ,  and branch 

and d i s t r i c t  a c t i v i s t s .  "I3 Very r a r e l y  does one hea r  of any r e fe rence  

t o  t he  idea  i n  o f f i c i a l  t r a d e  union p o s i t i o n s .  
14 



Any assessment of the  problems b e s e t t i n g  informal  t r a d e  unionism 

needs t o  take c a r e f u l  account of t h e  c u r r e n t  p o l i c y  of t h e  s t a t e  towards 

t r a d e  union a c t i v i t y .  The s tudy has argued t h a t  over t h e  per iod  1940 t o  

1969 B r i t i s h  employers and the  s t a t e  have inc reas ing ly  perceived unoff ic -  

i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  and shop-f loor  o rgan i sa t ion  t o  be an o b s t a c l e  i n  any 

at tempt  t o  s h i f t  t he  o v e r a l l  balance of bargaining power i n  favour of 

employers. The d e s i r e  t o  e f f e c t  such a  s h i f t  has  grown wi th  the  con- 

t i nu ing  problems of post-World War I1 B r i t i s h  cap i t a l i sm.  In Chapter 

Six we inves t iga t ed  the  campaign a.gainst shop-f loor  o rgan i sa t ion  and the  

r i g h t  t o  take u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  We saw no reason t o  assume t h a t  t h e  

o v e r a l l  aims of employers o r  subsequent governments would change in  

t h i s  r e s p e c t .  It is  q u i t e  poss ib l e  t h a t  new t a c t i c s  w i l l  be developed 

i n  t he  f u t u r e .  Indeed, towards the  end of 1969 t h e r e  was every ind ic -  

a t i o n  t h a t  the  a s s a u l t  on u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i v i t y  might i nc reas ing ly  t ake  

the  form of a  genera l i sed  at tempt  t o  make c o l l e c t i v e  barga in ing  agree-  

ments l e g a l l y  binding on both p a r t i e s .  I f  enacted,  t h i s  would have the  

e f f e c t  of render ing  those p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n  l i a b l e  t o  

l e g a l  proceedings f o r  c i v i l  damages, t o  be i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  employer. 

This was e s s e n t i a l l y  t he  p o s i t i o n  advanced i n  t he  Conservative Pa r ty  

po l i cy  proposals  f o r  changes i n  t r a d e  union law a t  t h e  1966 e l e c t i o n .  
15 

Court a c t i o n  could pose a  cons iderable  t h r e a t  t o  t he  cont inued 

ex i s t ence  of those t r a d e  unions which p e r s i s t e d  i n  engaging i n  m i l i t a n t  

a c t i o n .  But the  s t r u c t u r a l  s i m p l i c i t y  of u n o f f i c i a l  o rgan i sa t ion  could 

o f t e n  a s su re  some of degree of c o n t i n u i t y  of both programme and a s soc i a -  



t i o n .  An i n t e r e s t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  r e f e r ence  i s  made by H .  A ,  Turner i n  

h i s  s tudy  of t h e  e a r l y  co t ton  unions.  He argues t h a t  a  s t r u c t u r a l  s i m -  

p l i c i t y  cha rac t e r i zed  the  e a r l y  English co t ton  union. The informal  

n a t u r e  of o rgan i sa t i on  both r e f l e c t e d  and f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e  c o n t i n u i t y  of 

a s s o c i a t i o n  s o  important t o  e a r l y  t r a d e  unionism. He d e s c r i b e s  t h e  s o r t  

of t h r e a t s  t h a t  e a r l y  organis ing  a t tempts  had t o  f ace .  

The formal disbanding of a  s o c i e t y ,  even t h e  s e i z u r e  of i t s  commit- 
t e e ,  funds and r eco rds ,  could of i t s e l f  make only  a  temporary impact 
on i t s  members1 o rgan iza t iona l  c a p a c i t y .  The e s s e n t i a l  workplace 
u n i t s  survived informal ly  (as d i d  t h e  background r e sou rce  of 
' f r i e n d l y '  a s s o c i a t i o n ) ,  and could main ta in  t h e i r  l i n k s  with each 
o t h e r ;  t h e  r e - e r e c t i o n  of an open o rgan iza t ion  was an easy  mat te r .16  

Any thorough cons ide ra t i on  of t h e  consciousness  of workers who 

have cont inued t o  support  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  B r i t a i n  towards 

t he  end of t he  per iod  1940 t o  1969 would need t o  t ake  i n t o  account many 

f u r t h e r  f a c t o r s  of an h i s t o r i c a l  and s o c i o l o g i c a l  n a t u r e .  Two themes 

t h a t  emerge ou t  of t h e  p re sen t  s tudy  might prove h e l p f u l  t o  such a  

s tudy .  The f i r s t  concerns t he  n a t u r e  of t h e  t r a d e  union experience f o r  

most workers.  The importance of l o c a l i z e d  informal  barga in ing  has  been 

s t r e s s e d  throughout t he  s tudy .  One accompanying f e a t u r e  of t h i s  deve l -  

opment has  been a  s t r eng then ing  of what may be descr ibed  a s  "sec t iona l1 '  

r a t h e r  than "c lass"  consciousness .  In p a r t  t h i s  consciousness  r ep re s -  

e n t s  a  continuous r e - a s s e r t i o n  of t he  "spontaneous" t r a d e  union con- 

sc iousness  noted by Lenin. Elsewhere H. A. Turner has  r e f e r r e d  t o  

s i m i l a r  developments i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of t r a d e  unionism a s  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  



of "na tura l"  t r a d e  unionism. l7 The second theme concerns t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  

t h a t  events  may produce a s i t u a t i o n  conducive t o  t he  transcendence of 

I 1  s e c t i o n a l "  consciousness .  The events  r e f e r r e d  t o  a r i s e  ou t  of a t tempts  

by t h e  s t a t e  t o  s h i f t  t he  balance of barga in ing  power i n  t h e  favour of 

employers. In Chapter Six we r e f e r r e d  t o  c e r t a i n  s i g n i f i c a n t  s t i r r i n g s  

of a p o l i t i c a l  c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  mobilized around oppos i t ion  t o  l e g i s l a t i o n  

aimed a t  r e s t r i c t i n g  u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e s .  

Some Concluding Remarks 

The s tudy  has  advanced c e r t a i n  p ropos i t i ons  f o r  t h e  a n a l y s i s  of 

u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n  i n  t he  r e c e n t  B r i t i s h  exper ience .  The w r i t e r  

makes no claim t o  have o f f e r ed  a comprehensive a n a l y s i s  of every aspec t  

of u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n  t h a t  may have c h a r a c t e r i s e d  t he  B r i t i s h  experience 

between 1940 and 1969. Some of t h e  a r e a s  of concern t h a t  have no t  been 

a f forded  f u l l  cons ide ra t i on  deserve mention. In c e r t a i n  a r e a s  some 

r e sea rch  has  a l r eady  been conducted. Such r e sea rch  i s  o f t e n  open t o  

r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  In o t h e r  a r e a s  t h e  f i e l d  i s  wide open f o r  r e sea rch .  

The s tudy has gene ra l l y  r e l i e d  on t h e  s o r t  of secondary sources  

and p e r i o d i c a l s  t h a t  a r e  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  from any l a r g e  l i b r a r y .  A l -  

though va r ious  r e p o r t s  of p a r t i c u l a r  s t r i k e s  were consul ted  dur ing  t h e  

r e sea rch ,  s p e c i f i c  r e f e r ence  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  d i s p u t e s  has  gene ra l l y  been 

avoided f o r  t he  main reason t h a t  one i s  never  s u r e  whether any given 

s e t  of c i rcumstances should be cons idered  a s  t y p i c a l .  Any d e t a i l e d  

r e f e r ence  t o  p a r t i c u l a r  d i s p u t e s  would a l s o  have had t h e  e f f e c t  of un- 



n e c e s s a r i l y  extending t h e  manuscr ipt .  The purpose of t h e  s tudy  was on ly  

t o  provide a  framework f o r  t he  a n a l y s i s  of u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  

The s tudy has  r e s t r i c t e d  i t s e l f  t o  a  cons ide ra t i on  of  c e r t a i n  

ques t ions  surrounding u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  Other forms of unof- 

f i c i a l  "job ac t i on"  would appear t o  be equa l ly  deserv ing  of s c r u t i n y .  

However, t he  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of such phenomena would pose c e r t a i n  pro- 

blems. The p re sen t  s tudy  has  been ab l e  t o  make use of va r ious  o f f i c i a l  

s t a t i s t i c s ,  inadequate  though they  may be .  Even l e s s  o f f i c i a l  inform- 

a t i o n  i s  a v a i l a b l e  on t h e  sub jec t  of o t h e r  types  of job a c t i o n .  In  

pass ing  one might cons ider  t h e  hypothes i s  t h a t  t h e  gene ra l  a n a l y s i s  

p resen ted  i n  t h e  preceeding pages could apply  e q u a l l y  t o  such o t h e r  

forms of job a c t i o n  a s  t he  "go-slow" o r  t h e  "work-to-rule." Such forms 

of a c t i o n  could o f t e n  be expected t o  preceed u n o f f i c i a l  s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  

Unof f i c i a l  a c t i o n  has  been def ined  i n  f a i r l y  broad terms. Fu r the r  

r e sea rch  might t ake  i n t o  account t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  t h a t  can be made be t -  

ween d i f f e r e n t  forms of u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  The d e f i n i t i o n  of u n o f f i c i a l  

a c t i o n  i n i t i a l l y  proposed i n  Chapter One and expanded f u r t h e r  i n  

Chapter Three was mainly concerned with t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of t he  o f f i c i a l  

union h i e r a r c h y  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  Although t h e  main f e a t u r e s  of in -  

formal workplace r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  were descr ibed  i n  Chapter Five i t  has  no t  

been p o s s i b l e  t o  o f f e r  a  thorough a n a l y s i s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of i n -  

formal o r g a n i s a t i o n  t o  u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n .  This  problem would appear t o  

be p a r t i c u l a r l y  deserv ing  of f u t u r e  a t t e n t i o n .  One dimension t o  t h e  

problem could be explored by cons ide r ing  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of s e n i o r  shop 



stewards t o  u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i on .  The func t ions  performed by s e n i o r  shop 

stewards i n  t h e  engineer ing  indus t ry ,  f o r  i n s t ance ,  d i f f e r  cons iderab ly  

from those performed by more j un io r  s tewards who have f a r  fewer adminis- 

t r a t i v e  d u t i e s  t o  f u l f i l  and a r e  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  rank-and- f i le .  To some 

degree t he  s en io r  shop steward i s  a c t u a l l y  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  formal  

appara tus  of n a t i o n a l  engineer ing  "procedure.  ' I  This procedure was 

v i r t u a l l y  forced  upon the  engineer ing  unions a f t e r  t he  engineer ing  lock- 

ou t  of 1922. It was formulated i n  t h e  famous York Memorandum which made 

formal provis ions  f o r  dea l ing  with d i s p u t e s .  A s  we noted i n  Chapter 

Three, such procedura l  p rov i s ions  a r e  o f t e n  ignored a t  t h e  shop-f loor  

l e v e l .  In one of h i s  r e p o r t s  on i n d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  i n  t h e  motor 

i ndus t ry  A.  J .  Scamp noted how, i n  t h e  f i r s t  s i x  months of 1966, ou t  

of 142 known stoppages,  128 took p l ace  before  t h e  s e n i o r  shop s teward 

had even had a  chance t o  a c t  a t  a l l .  l8 More d e t a i l e d  r e sea rch  of in- 

d u s t r i a l  r e l a t i o n s  i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  motor v e h i c l e  i n d u s t r y  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

t he  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between u n o f f i c i a l  a c t i o n  and informal  and semi-formal 

o rgan i sa t i on  might provide a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f r u i t f u l  f i e l d  of i nqu i ry .  

In t h e i r  s tudy of t h e  i ndus t ry ,  Turner and h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  no t e  t h a t  

t he  r e l a t i v e l y  r e c e n t  phenomenon of t h e  " u n o f f i c i a l - u n o f f i c i a l "  

s t r i k e  "appears t o  be becoming t h e  norm. "19 The d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a t u r e  

of t h i s  s o r t  of d i s p u t e  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  no t  approved by e i t h e r  t h e  o f -  

f i c i a l  union l eade r sh ip  o r  t h e  e l e c t e d  shop s tewards.  The same au tho r s  

no te  t h a t  t h e  shop s tewards o f t e n  p l ay  a  moderating in f luence  and a r e  

ab l e  t o  coo l  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  take s t r i k e  a c t i o n .  On occasion the  s teward 



may be concerned over  t h e  t iming of a s toppage,  t o  a s su re  maximum e f f e c t -  

iveness .  But i t  i s  a l s o  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t he  shop steward may tend t o  a c t  a s  

a brake on m i l i t a n c y  from below. This tendency has  been most pronounced 

i n  c e r t a i n  North American unions,  such a s  t h e  United Automobile Workers, 

where t h e  union recognised shop s tewards have become e f f e c t i v e l y  i n -  

t eg ra t ed  i n t o  t h e  t r a d e  union appara tus .  This i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  

does no t ,  however, deny t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  emergence of a l t e r n a t i v e  

rank-and-f i le  l e ade r s  who may u n o f f i c i a l l y  perform r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  func- 

t i o n s .  
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p. 27. 
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41bid. , pp. 32-33. 
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Democracy dur ing  1898 i n  S i b e r i a .  

6The ---- Rank and F i l e  Leader (New Haven: College and Univers i ty  
Press ,  1963), p .  36. 

7 " ~ r e n d s  i n  the  B r i t i s h  Labour Movement s i n c e  1850" Labouring 
Men (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1964), p.  334. - 

'A no t ab l e  except  ion has  been t h e  Draughtsmen ' s and A l l i e d  
Technicians '  Assoc ia t ion  (D.A.T.A.), a wh i t e - co l l a r  union which h a s  
e n e r g e t i c a l l y  pursued the  s t r a t e g y  of winning demands a t  one work 
l o c a t i o n  and then a t tempt ing  t o  spread t h e  ga in  ac ros s  t he  i ndus t ry .  

l0T'hese two a t tempts  a r e  given b r i e f  mention by Geoffrey 
Ostergaard i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  "Workers ' Control:  An Idea on t h e  Wing" 
Anarchy 80, Volume 7, Number 10 (October, 1967),  p .  293. 

' 

''The conference was convened by t h e  j ou rna l  Voice of t h e  
Unions over  t h e  per iod  A p r i l  25-26, 1964. 

1 2 " ~ r a d e  Unionism on the  Attack,  " I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S o c i a l i s t  
Jou rna l ,  Volume 1, Number 2 (March-April, 1964), p .  133. 



13peter  Sedgewick, "The Fight  f o r  Workers' Control," In t e rna t iona l  
Socialism, Winter 1960-1961, p. 19. 

14ce r t a in  except ions  may be found i n  t h e  pos i t i ons  taken by in-  
d i v i d u a l  members of execut ive  committees of c e r t a i n  unions. One example 
of t h e  succes s fu l  e l e c t i o n  of a lef t -wing candida te  took place i n  1967, 
when Hugh Scanlon gained a record  p o l l  t o  t h e  Presidency of the Amal- 
gamated Engineering Union. Scanlon i d e n t i f i e d  himself with the idea  of 
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can be obtained from an in te rv iew which Hugh Scanlon gave the New Lef t  
Review f o r  t he  e d i t i o n  of November-December, 1967. 

15The p e r t i n e n t  s e c t i o n s  of Conservative Par ty  po l icy  read a s  
fol lows : 

Procedure agreements, o r  c l auses  dea l ing  wi th  d i sputes  pro- 
cedure i n  comprehensive agreements, would become enforceable  
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