
This space in each edition will be set aside special
ly for students. For the next few issues of FOSATU 
Worker News, we will be carrying a simple history 
of trade unions. It will be looking at how and why 
trade unions were formed, who they represent and 
how they operate. In future, together with features 
on interesting topics, we hope to carry poems, 
letters, drawings and comments sent in by student 
readers. So if you have something to say or send, 
write to The Editor, P O Box 18109, Dalbridge 4014. 

What is a trade 
union? 
When workers come together 
and decide to form an organisa
tion to help them at their work, 
this organisation is called a 
trade union. But, as we will see 
it is not always easy to form 
trade unions, and workers have 
had a very long struggle to do 
so. 

How did trade 
unions start? 
This is a long story, and we will 
only look at the most important 
points. The first trade unions 
were started in England and 
Europe about 200 years ago. 
They were started by workers 
who had to work very long 
hours in dark, dirty, dangerous 
and noisy conditions in the fac
tories, workshops and mines. 
They were paid very low wages 
for the work they did. The peo
ple who worked were poor and 
powerless, while the bosses for 
whom they worked were rich 
and powerful. 

But why did workers have to 
work like this? Couldn't they 
have done something else — 
something nicer? 

Well the problem for workers 
then, and for workers today, is 
that they had no real choice. 

I They had to work, and they had 
I to work for the people who 

owned the factories. 
X 

It had not always been like 
that in Europe. Great changes 
had slowly taken place. 

Traders become 
capitalists 
For more than 1 000 years, the 
people of what we now call Eu* 
rope, had traded with other 
countries mainly in the Middle 
East and Far East. These trad
ers were often called mer
chants, and they traded in gold, 
silver, beautiful cloth, spices to 
stop food going rotten, salt, iron 
and many other things. Many 
of these goods came from Africa 
and Asia, and were carried by 
land and sea to Europe. 

About 600 years ago some of 
the kings and queens in Europe 
grew stronger and decided to 
try and deal directly with the 
far-away places producing 
these things, rather than rely 
on traders. So, they sent explor
ers such as Marco Polo, Chris-
t o p h e r C o l u m b u s a n d 
Bartholomew Diaz to search for 
the areas where these goods 
could be found. The explorers 
wanted to get to India and Chi
na by sea, and they also wanted 
to' get to the gold mines that 
they knew lay south of the 
great deserts of Africa. 

The explorers who tried to 
sail around Africa succeeded. 
Others like Christopher Colum
bus, sailed west and came to 

America. Eventually they 
sailed around America and 
reached India and China be
cause, as you know, the world 
is round like a ball. 

These voyages led to greater 
trade between Europe and 
these far-away lands, and had 
huge effects on the whole 
world. The traders were becom
ing more powerful because they 
began to hoard their wealth. 
They were beginning to change 
into what are called capitalists. 

Certain powerful and deter
mined people saw that if they 
could take over the control of 
this trade, then they could be
come very wealthy. But, to con
trol the trade, they would have 
to control the way in which 
these goods were transported. 
So these people grouped togeth
er to form companies which 
bought the ships. In fact, when 
they grouped together they 
found that they could build big
ger and more powerful ships, 
and also that they had the sup
port of the kings and religious 
leaders. Of course, trade was 
very profitable, and it was re
garded as something which was 
virtuous and important. How 
did trade make these people 
wealthy? 

Next issue we look at how 
these early capitalists became 
wealthy through profits and 
how their greed for profit drove 
them to war. 
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