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There are two reasons why it is important for us 
in South Africa to understand British trade union
ism. The first reason is that, because Britain 
was the first industrialised capitalist country, 
it was the first place in which trade unions 
developed. The history of trade union growth in 
Britain illustrates universal trade union problems. 
The second reason is that early trade unionism in 
South Africa grew directly from the British experience. 
South Africa is still most closely connected with 
Britain of all foreign countries. As a result 
trade union affairs in Britain receive wide press 
coverage. Perceptions and misperceptions of trade 
unionism in Britain affect the way in which many 
South Africans think about trade unionism in 
South Africa. 

Tony Lane's book deals clearly and convincingly 
with both the history and the present problems of 
trade unions in Britain. His history is analytical. 
It is not a succession of names and dates, but an 
attempt to explain the pattern of trade union 
development through an analysis of economic and 
social changes. It is possible to distinguish four 
main stages, each linked to a particular stage of 
economic and political development. 

INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION TO 1850 

From the beginning of the industrial revolution 
until about 1850 workers struggle to find an organ
isational form. There are many small trade societies 
formed at the local level, but all the attempts at 
large-scale national organisation fail. Production 
is still on a small scale. Only a small proportion 
of the wage workers were actually employed in 
factories. Most were employed either in small 
workshops, or else as outworkers doing work on 
contract in their own homes. Even factory and 
mine workers were often not employed directly by 
the owners, but indirectly through a system of sub
contracting. In this, as in the next period : 



"the vast majority worked in situations where the 
money-bond between workers and capitalists was 
obscured. That is to say that where in fact the 
only tie between them was one of cash, that fact 
could be obscured by a close working relationship 
with the master of a small workshop who worked 
at the bench alongside his men, or by indirect 
employment through a sub-contractor or the middle
man in the domestic system" (p 65). 

GRAFT UNIONS 

The second-period, from about 1850-1880, was the 
Heyday of the craft union. Even during this period 
most workers were still not in factories. But a 
number of factors made it possible for skilled 
workers to build permanent national unions. The 
first factor was simply the improvement in trans
port, as a result of the development of railways. 
This meant that it was easier to keep in touch. 
But it also meant that a national market for goods 
replaced a series of local markets. Conditions of 
production were more uniform, so it was easier to 
co-ordinate policies between workers in the same 
craft in different areas-

The crudest period of capitalist exploitation was 
now over. A relatively large amount of capital 
had been accumulated, and the owning classes felt 
able to spread their prosperity around a little, 
although not too far. There were good political 
reasons for doing this: 

"Broadly, then, ruling-class strategy towards 
the working class followed its realistic 
distinction. The articulate, literate and more 
prosperous part was co-opted into citizenship: 
it was given the vote and its great institution, 
the trade union, was given certain legal 
immunities, thus bringing it within the pale 
of respectability. The poverty-stricken part, 
showing no inclination for political activity, 
could be left to its own devices." (p 68) 

There was a clear distinction between the skilled 
craftsmen and other workers. Craft unions kept up 



wages largely by keeping other workers out of their 
crafts. Their interests were directly opposed to 
those of unskilled workers, whom, they feared, 
would "swamp" them (to use a South African idiom). 
Many of them were in fact employers in their own 
right: they were subcontractors, employing a number 
of unskilled assistants. As such, they felt 
themselves to be a different breed. As one such 
'labour aristocrat1 is quoted as saying: 

"between the artisan and the unskilled labourer, 
a gulf is fixed. While the former resents the 
spirit in which he believes the followers of 
genteel occupations look down on him, he in his 
turn looks down on the labourer. The artisans 
creed with regard to the labourers is, that 
they are an inferior class, and that they should 
be made to know and keep in their places." (p 70) 

The parallel with attitude of (white) South African 
artisans to their (black) unskilled fellows is 
obvious. And it was precisely this type of aristo
cratic craft union which was introduced into South 
Africa by skilled immigrant workers from Britain 
in the late nineteenth century. 

THE PERIOD OF INDUSTRIAL UNIONS 

The third period can be dated from the series of 
large strikes in 1889. It was characterised by 
the growth of industrial unions of semi-skilled 
and unskilled workers. Britain was moving into 
a "factory economy", with production on a larger 
scale, and the growth of giant firms in certain 
sectors of industry. The significance of craft 
skills was declining as a result of new methods of 
production. Large numbers of non-skilled workers 
were for the first time being brought together in 
the production process, and so were able to use 
their numbers to counterbalance their lack of skill. 

The new industrial unions which resulted were in 
many ways different in structure from the craft 
unions. They were no longer based on high dues 
and substantial benefits, and were largely run by 
the members themselves. They could only levy low 



dues, and often could afford only a strike fund. 
But, because of their larger size and the lower 
level of formal education of their members, they 
tended to have a larger staff of permanent officials. 

Tension between members and officials, and between 
the centre and the regions, had been present even 
in the small early craft unions. As the role of 
officials became more important, the problems 
posed by such tensions grew. 

These new mass unions, with their tendency to use 
socialist rhetoric, posed a much more serious 
challenge to ruling-class control than had the 
easily integrated craft unions. While many em
ployers, and the courts, struck back against union 
organisation, some of the more far-sighted political 
leaders of the ruling parties chose a different 
course. Lane comments: 

"When Bonar Law told the cabinet in 1919 'Trade 
union organisation was the only thing between 
us and anarch, and if trade union organisation 
was against us the position would be hopeless1, 
he was reiterating what had been the guiding 
principle for nearly 30 years: co-opt the unions". 

THE ERA OF SUCCESSFUL CO-OPTION 

The fourth period may be described as the era of 
successful co-option. Lane places its beginning 
in 1926, after the trade union leaders called off 
the highly successful general strike. During this 
period trade union leaders and officials were 
drawn into the machinery of government at many 
different levels, and under both Conservative and 
Labour government. But this increased the gap 
between them and the rank and file : 

"The trade unions became split into virtually 
two parts. At the national level trade union 
leaders became an established part of the 
political process: government economic strategies 
required the co-operation of the unions. Union 
leaders were therefore co-opted individually as 
"consultants" and collectively as participants 
in the auxiliary machinery of government. At 
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the local level workers were finding that their 
strength lay on the shopfloor. Union branches, 
district and shop steward committees were playing 
the market with all the vigour of nineteenth 
century businessmen. Thus where the leaders 
were trying to help governments introduce an 
ordered capitalism, the rank and file were follow
ing traditional laissez faire policies of taking 
the market for all it could bear." (p 155) 

This process has often been interpreted by critics 
on the left in moral terms: cowardice, personal 
corruption, and a failure in leadership. Lane 
however insists that it must be seen in structural 
terms. Some leaders, admittedly, were fluttered 
into submission by knighthoods and a few words from 
the king: 

"Will Thorne reassured King George V in 1917 that 
labour was not planning revolution: 'This seemed 
to relieve his mind, and he spoke to me in a 
most homely and pleasant way. I was very 
pleased'", (p 126) 

But much more important was the structural situation 
of the trade union leader. Most trade union leaders 
were honest, and many were committed to the goal of 
the abolition of capitalism. But the interest of 
the union as an organisation lay in working in terms 
of compromises in the present. Paradoxically, the 
leaders could be both more and less militant than 
the rank and file. More militant in the sense that 
they could see more clearly the structural problems 
of the society as a whole. Less militant in that 
the short term needs of their organisations led 
them to try to establish compromise bargaining 
relationships with management. They had to be 
essentially anti-strike, because strikes cost the 
unions money in strike pay and lost subscriptions, 
because strikes could endanger the bargaining 
relationship with the employers, and also because 
the strike of one group of workers could affect the 
sectional interests of other workers. 

The workers themselves have a 'factory conscious
ness' rather than a 'class consciousness'. That 
is they act in terms of a conflict between 'us1 
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and 'them1 in the factory, a straight opposition 
to the boss. Within this framework they are more 
militant than the leadership, and often more 
militant than the shopstewards. Lane cites the 
official Donovan commission: 

"the shop-floor decisions which generally precede 
unofficial strikes are often taken against the 
advice of shop stewards. Thus shop stewards 
are rarely agitators pushing workers into un
constitutional action. In some instances they 
may be the mere mouthpieces of their workgroups. 
But quite commonly they are supporters of order 
exercising a restraining influence on their 
members in conditions which promote disorder" 
(p 162). 

He also cites another study which found that 46% 
of works managers interviewed thought stewards to 
be less militant than their members and another 38% 
only thought them equally militant. 

Although they show class solidarity on the principle 
of unionism, as is shown by the widespread 
resistance to Labour and Conservative attempts to 
curb trade unions, they often come into conflict 
with unions in practice. On the one hand, a 
strike is a very rare occurrence at any particular 
factory, but a frequent occurrence in the society 
as a whole. Workers can suffer inconvenience in 
their role as consumers as a result of other strikes, 
and are subjected, like anybody else, to the con
tinual barrage of anti^strike propaganda from the 
British press. On the other hand, when they do go 
on strike themselves the union officials usually 
intervene to try to get the strike over and get 
the bargaining process going once again: 

"Most factory workers probably saw their union 
officials only at strike meetings - at which 
it was more likely that they were being 
exhorted by the officials to return to work" 
(p 187). 

Lane is arguing that both leadership and rank-and-
file are forced into contradictory positions. The 
rank-and-file are attracted to trade-unionism by 
the desire for immediate improvements in wages and 



conditions, rather than by a desire to overthrow 
capitalism. Their shop-floor militancy, trying for 
all that they can possibly get, without consideration 
for interests other than their own, is quite consist
ent with the spirit of capitalism, but in practice 
threatens the orderly working of the capitalist 
system. Socialist union leaders, on the other hand, 
want to end capitalism in theory, but in practice 
find that to satisfy their members' demands they 
need to establish a working relationship with 
employers, and to collaborate with the state in 
trying to run a managed capitalist society. Lane 
suggests that the uneasy balance which had been 
established between these contradictory acts and 
interests broke down in the 1960's, and that no 
new solution has yet been found. 

Lane's own solution, to which he refers briefly, 
is socialism. Ke suggests 

"trade unionism was not to be equated with 
socialism even though, as an organisational 
expression of the irreconcilability of labour 
and capital trade unionism did point in that 
direction. But point was all it did", (p 25) 

He claims it has done no more than point because of: 

"the failure of the trade union movement to 
hold out to its members a longer-term prospect 
of a radically transformed society", (p 166) 

This may be true, but as an explanation it is not 
very satisfactory. It is too close to the "fail
ure of leadership" theorists whom Lane rightly 
rejects. He completes the picture to some extent 
by saying that the problem is that trade unionism 
is only concerned with what happens at the point 
of production, and so sees exploitation only as an 
economic fact, and not as a politico-economic fact. 
But then is it adequate to say that the problem could 
have been solved by better strategies? 

Lane has given a good analysis of the problems in
herent in trade unionism, but in order to give a 
convincing analysis of the relation between trade 
unionism and strategies of change towards socialism, 
he would have had to consider other countries in 



addition to Britain. How, for example, does one 
explain the very different political roles of the 
trade unions in countries such as France or Italy? 
One thing, however, he does make clear. That is 
that the relation between trade unions and 
"revolution" is not as simple and direct as those 
on the right fear and some on the left hope. 

Foszia Fisher 
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