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WHATS waono
 WITH  s

THE UNIONS?  
HERE are several ways of beginning a book or pamphlet

U on a labour question. One may start, as many pundits do,
with Adam and Eve and work on through history until

one has reached the Tolpuddle martyrs on the second last page.
Or one might begin, continue and end by quoting the writings
of bearded gentlemen who lived a hundred years ago. This
method saves writing half of the book if sufficient quotations
are madeðand it saves all the ideas. The pen may be mightier
than the sword, but the scissors beats both of them!

There is a third method. . . to begin with the subject at its
place and in its time. This I would do. I will take as my
starting point a discussion I had with my workmates a few days
ago. This discussion is woven, in my remembrance, into many
other discussions, for they have had the same theme and have
ended without solution. And the subject has probably often
been discussed by you and your mates, be you miner, clerk, bus
driver or machinist. ñWhatôsHwrong with the unions?ò -

Midwives and gravediggers
PERHAPS the most talked about union at the moment is the

Transport 8.: General Workersô Unionððthat big, ungainly and
redoubtable animal. All seem to agree that itôs far too big and
too undemocratic. I Some would destroy it at once, others would
reform itè, and a few rejoice at its dismemberment into more
homely portions.

But many older members of the union, remembering past
labour struggles, hesitate to attack its fabric. The oldest dockers,
for example, remember the days when their calling was the most
depressed of any, when wages were very low, work casual and
always uncertain; when men were often, in their hunger, forced
to fight like animals for a dayôs work, and when the pub-owning
stevedore robbed them of half their miserable wage.

They contrast those days with their later position, especially
after 1920, when wages rose above those of many skilled men,
the ñslaveò market was curtailed and most of the old abuses
abolished. These men say: ñWithout our union this could not
be. As clumsy as it is, we donôt want to wreck it.ò Certainly,
without the struggle, the solidarity and the discipline of the
dockersô organisation. these fruits would not have been gathered.
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A similar, though less dramatic story is told of the London
busmen, the unskilled factory labourers, women industrial workers
and others. Organisation and strike action have raised their living
standard and their position in society.

But these replies, sincere as they are, do not meet óQ: main
objection. The T. 8: G.W.U. is a huge union, formed by

amalgamation and a policy of recruiting ñeverybody from mid-
wives to grave-diggersò, and the brightest battle honours on the
unionôs flag belong to prc-~amalgamation days. The dockersô
greatest victories, for example, were achieved by the old Dockersô
Union, before it was swallowed by the T. & G.W.U.

Now this union is a colossus which strides the country. It
is big, unwieldy, unresponsive to the changing needs of its
members, undemocratic, with appointed organisers and irritatingly
clumsy and slow.

The outcasts rise l
BUT THESE faults are not held alone by the Transport Union.

Other unions are similarly clumsy and huge, and the reason
for these things may be found in the earlier development of
labour unionism in Britain. The present trade union movement
(I leave out the earlier, abortive attempts to form unions) was in
its initial stages limited to the miners and the skilled craftsmen
The others were ignored for years. So trade unionism became,
except for the miners, craft unionism.

Then came the organisation of dockers, tramwaymen, lorry
drivers and general labourers. Organised at first in particular
unions, such as the dockers, and in amorphous collections of
unskilled labourers, they tended to amalgamate without any
defined boundaries, such as are natural to a mining community
Or a strictly sectarian craft.

In some cases the new labourersô unions organised definite
groups of workers, such as the tramwaymen and dockers, but
so in most of their membership was spread throughout all indust~
ties---e fgineering, farming, milk distribution and a hundred others.
Because the craft unions in these industries refused to organise
unskY1'~led labour, there was no choice for the lowest paid workers
but to join a general labourersô union.

Having demonstrated that ñunity is strengthò, it seemed right
and proper to these new unionists to amalgamatc the several
general unions into larger and ever smore general organisations,
until two unions, the Transport & General Workersô Union and
the National Union of General & Municipal Workers numbered
most of the unskilled, and even some skilled unionists on their
books. The result was the overgrown, unwieldy, undemocratic
and shapeless crowds which these unions now are.
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But these unions did, nevertheless, raise the wages and the
social standing of their members, especially in relation to the
skilled craftsmen. For example, in 1914 a skilled worker in
engineering or shipbuilding in such towns as Glasgow or New-
castle received 37s. without providing his own tools; his mate
or labourer received 18s. In 1924 the skilled rate in such towns
for these industries was IS.2.%d. an hour, but unskilled dockers
received IS. 6d. an hour. Of course, there was a social tendency
in that direction, but union organisation was needed to exploit
and complete that tendency.

Having completed its historic task of raising the unskilled
worker, the general union has now reached a dead end. With
its present basis, no further development seems possible. Its
members are either apathetic or discontented, there is a constant
conþict between officials and members, and breakaways are ever
more frequently threatened.

The craft unions
THE POSITION of the craft union is scarcely better. It seeks

to justify itself by organising men on a social basis which is
mediaeval rather than twentieth century. Its basis_ is not the
factory or industry a man works in, or the commodity he helps
to produce, but the tools he uses--and even, in some cases, the
tools he once used. This had some meaning a few hundred
years ago, for men in one small workshop, using a kit of tools,
might produce one complete commodity, as did the coachbuilders,
coopers or shipwrights.

It was natural, then, to organise men according to the tools
they used. . . carpenters, blacksmiths, shoemakers, tailors, cutters,
goldsmiths. But now many tools and craftsare needed to prodð
uce even one commodity. For one engineering product, the work
of moulders, fitters, machinists, electricians and a score of others
comes into play. And not only tradesmen, but semi-skilled and
unskilled labour (if we may use these rapidly fading definitions)
and office labour too (draughtsmen and bookkeepers).

Yet the old union demarcations persist--like the Lord Mayorôs
Show a relic of another age. In an engineering shop where a
few hundred or few thousand workers produce but one comm-
odity 40 or 50 unions may claim to organise the workers. Not9 _ . - -
only the craft unions, but the general unions, lapping like the
sea over broken dykes, claiming a large slice of union membership
behind their banners: ñWe organise everybody from midwives to
gravediggers.ò .Yet all claim that this mess is organisation and
shout: ñUnity is strength.ò

The simple truth is that the craft union was formed to fight
a war on two fronts--against the employer and against other
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workers. It bargained with the employer to get the highest
price for its labour. To increase its bargaining power, it sought
to curtail the supply of the commodity it was selling by restrict-
ions, such as a long and low-paid apprenticeship. It kept out
the worker who had not ñserved his timeò and fought other
crafts to maintain its monopoly of certain processes and even
sought to nibble at the preserves of other unions. Thus, in a
situation which demanded the highest degree of class solidarity
and consciousness, the skilled unions have been little more than
limited liability companies selling labour power. a

More conservative than the Tories, the craft unions tried to
hold on to their exclusive and sectarian positions in a changing
economy which fast made them obsolete. Machinery has broken
down many craft barriers, two world wars have opened the gates
to a flood of unapprenticcd labour, and social and political dev~
elopment has swept away social differences of skilled and unskilled.
Yet most craft unions go on clinging to a fast diminishing trad-
ition. Like the Bourbons, they forget nothing and learn nothing.

Sect or industry ?  
WHAT IS THE alternative to craft unionism and crowd

unionism? Let us take a walk through a factoryð--say an
engineering shop producing locomotives. óWe start in the draw-
ing office, go on through the pattern shop, then the foundry,
on to the machine shop, visit stores and minor workshops, ýnally
passing through the ýtting and erecting shops. How true imust
seemyour earlier statement that all of these, say, 2,000 workers
are united in producing one single commodity. Each is necessary
to; the other; a single process operates from gate to gate.

Yet in this one factory, in the jackets hanging behind bench
and machine, are the membership cards of 20 to 40 different
unions--all probably bearing such inscriptions as: ñUnited we
stand, divided we fall,ò or ñUnity is strengthò! Some may even
carry a picture of a small boy watching his grandfather vainly
trying to. break a bundle of ýrewood, and its companion picture
showing the old man, who has now tumbled to the trick, break-
ing them one by one, much to the childôs relief.

Unfortunate men! They are united in their work andldivided
in their unions. i ó

Now it must seem obvious that all men and women in this
one factory should belongó to one union, whatever their craft,
whether they be skilled or unskilled, male or female. The cler-
ical and drawing office staff, too, should be organised in this
one engineering workersô union.

The industry, the commodity produced, gives a good, easy
basis of union organisation. A worker going from one engi.n.~
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eering factory to another finds himself on familiar ground within
a few hours and usually understands the problems of other work-
ers like himself fairly easily. The limits of the industry, then,
should generally be the limits of the unions. It would obviously
be foolish to suggest that the engineering union should organise
farm labourers or miners or midwives into its ranks. Yet some
unions spread themselves over even more diverse occupations
than these.

False industrial unions
THE SYNDICALIST propaganda for industrial unionism has,

in some industries, been met by the transformation of some
craft unions into false industrial unions. Most prominent of these
is the Amalgamated Engineering Union, which opened its doors
ýrst to the semi-skilled, then the unskilled and, a few years ago,
the women workers.

But the A.E.U. is not an industrial union. It has not succ-
eeded in amalgamating the many craft unions in the engineering
trade, yet it seeks to organise sections of workers in almost every
industry--bu,ilding, electricity, milk processing, chemicals and many
others, even where a union claiming to be industrial is organising
most of the workers. For some years the A.E.U. has been in
dispute with the minersô union, because the latter claims all
workers in the mining industry.

There are other unions, such as the Electrical Trades Union,
which have a similar double basis---to seek to organise a large
slice of one industry and fragments of all the rest.

The Syndicalist conception of industrial unionism is certainly
not that of the A.E.U., E.T.U. or other so- called industrial unions.
\We believe in one union only for one industry. But revolutionary
industrial unionism means more than that-ðit has its beginning,
its foundation in industry. Most unionsð-ðthe minersô is an except-
ion ~~are organised on a closs~house basis. A doss-house is not
concerned about where a man works, but only where he sleeps,
and most trade unions organise their members according to their
place of residence. If a London A.E.U. member works in a fac-
tory at Acton, but lives in \Y/illesden, he will usually join a
Willesden branch of the A.E.U. His fellow workers in the Acton
sh op will, similarly, be organised by branches in the localities
where they sleepðperhaps a hundred branches in 30 or 40 places,
often 20 miles apart.

One result of this seemingly convenient arrangement is the
unsuitability of the branch meeting as a means of discussing
workshop problems, for our member may, when he goes to his
branch at Willesden or Poplar, be in the company of men who
work in scores of different factories or even industries and are2
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unwillingto devote the whole of an evening to discussing his
particular place of Work. One may see the result of this in the
dull, lifeless business routine of trade union branch meetings and
in the irrelevant matters they discuss. I '

The place to start the industrial union branch is industry-the
factory, mill, mine, shop or office. Every worker in the factory
should be a member of the one branch, or sub branch where the
factory is very large. The branch should meet at, or near, the
factory, and the secretary, treasurer and shop stewards be elected
from the factory. In such a branch, all matters relating to the
particular factory could be discussed in an atmosphere of under-
standing and interest.

District federation
BUT A WORKERôS problems are not limited to the place

where he works, I can hear someone say. That is true, and
the factory branch is only the beginning of Syndicalism. In all
things which are particular to our factory, the branch has auto-
nomy, but there are other problems which may concern, say,
similar factories in the same district. This presents no difficulty,
however, for the industrial branch will be federated to the district
federation of engineers-or miners---or railwaymen.

It is surprising how, on reþection, we ýnd certain industries
fall into fairly distinct districts. _ . Lancashire cotton, W'est Rid-
ing wool, London transport, Durham coal and so on. Here the
superiority of Syndicalist over territorial organisation will be
seen, for a district of one industry in, say, the West of Scot-
land, will overlap and underlap that of other industries. The
organisational basis of Syndicalism is adaptable to this, but the
territorial method, such as that of parliamentary groupings, has
to squeeze, lop off and ýll up to make its rigid pattern on the
political map.

Look at any population map. You will see how, While people
live together in moderately deýned regions, their work districts
overlap each other. i

Now, while the district federation of the industry deals
with things which are peculiar to the industry of its district,
and not the special concern of one particular factory, there are
problems which can he solved only on a national or country-wide
basis. ]ust as the branch has autonomy over its own affairs, but
fedcrates to the district to tackle more general questions, so the
district federation of each industry is federated to its national feder-
ation of engineers --or textile worke rs---or chemical workers.

Up to now we have thirty or so industrial unions or federations
and I can hear some of our critics crying that we have left labour
still divided, but again the Syndicalist principle of federation goes
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to work. The industrial federations deal with those questions that
are peculiar to each of their industries, but some problems may
concern more than one industry--such as a strike of railwaymen
dlrictly concerning busmcn, and there are questions which affect all
wo ers, whatever their industry. So there comes about the feder-
ation of all industrial unions on a national scale-the National Fed-
eration of Labour.

National Federation of Labour
'IóHE NATIONAL FEDERATION is a gathering of all the

strength and counsel of the industrial federations, covering
every industry and service:-mines, factories, power stations, officesô,
pchools, hospitals, railways, shipping. . . It is able to swing its

I orces from one front to another, to aid any one section of labour
by the solidarity of whatever other sections are needed.

Such a federation is quite different to the present Trades Union
Congress, which has rarely been more than an annual consultative
nieetipg and has long since degenerated into a political debating
socie y.

As well as federation ona national scale, some form of general
local organisation is necessary. Quite simply, the industrial
lzranches of each union ]oin together in a local federation in each
Cltyiltown or farming district. While this may seem somewhat akin
to t e existing trades COL1þCllS, there 1S an important distinction.
Trades councils are, in the main, rather loose federations of trade
union branches formed on a resideiztial basis and in any case are

i __ - ô ôusuaily confused as to their exact function, become bogged down
in local politics and can rarely distinguish themselves from the
local Labour Party and its functions. rè

The Äynclicalist local federation, on the other hand, is largely a
body or delegates from factories and other places of work in or
about the town and is concerned with truly labour problems,
rather than who shall wear the mayorôs brass chain next year or
who shall be nominated as the townôs dog-catcher.

A A Delegates
óWHILE Syndicalists look to the elemental mass meeting of the

workers at their place of work as the foundation of organisat-
ion and the greatest source of labourôs strength, there are, neverthe-
less, certain tunctions which cannot be carried out by a mass meetè
ing--certain details and arrangements where delegation of function
is necessary. So this meeting elects delegates to carry out its wishes
and general resolutions.

But these men and women are nothing but delegates. They are
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