
Chapter 1

Introduction

In Britain both the fortunes and the public standing of the trade
unions fluctuated markedly in the final two-thirds of the twenti-
eth century. The trade unions gained much kudos in the 1940s for
their role in helping to mobilise the British economy for war and
for post-war economic recovery. Thereafter, as the British econ-
omy performed relatively poorly among industrialised nations, the
trade unions received much blame for numerous economic ‘British
diseases’, including a proneness to strike and low productivity.
Other than during the First and Second World Wars and their

immediate aftermaths, British industrial relations, from at least the
late nineteenth century to the 1970s, were based primarily on a
willingness of employers and working people’s representatives to
settle differences on a voluntary basis. The two world wars boosted
the spread of collective bargaining and, especially, national collec-
tive bargaining. Where major industrial confrontations occurred,
or seemed likely, the government (through the Board of Trade, the
Ministry of Labour and its successors) could intervene, if both par-
ties were agreeable, and offer suggested solutions to disputes. Such
action was authorised under the Conciliation Act, 1896 and the In-
dustrial Courts Act, 1919.Comparedwith other countries, Britain’s
peacetime system of industrial relations until the 1970s was untram-
melled by legal constraints, the Trade Disputes Act, 1906 having
given trade unions immunity from legal actions for damages and
strengthened their rights to peaceful picketing.
The British trade union movement, which had been steeped in

Liberalism until the late nineteenth century and beyond, was over-
whelmingly against interference with free collective bargaining. For
its leaders this was a principle clearly won through past struggles
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2 British Trade Unions since 1933

and on a par with free speech in a free society. In contrast, for
at least three decades after the Second World War, they advocated
planning in the economy other than in the labour market. Free mar-
ket economists and many Conservatives argued for the opposite:
no interference with private enterprise but restrictions on trade
unionism (on the grounds of it being an impediment to free market
forces).
Political arguments concerning trade unionism in Britain, as in

many other countries, were coloured by the unions’ role in poli-
tics. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) had set up the Labour
Party (or, to be precise, its predecessor, the Labour Representation
Committee) in 1900. Before the First World War over 95 per cent
of Labour Party members were affiliated through the trade unions,
there being then no direct individual members. The trade unions
provided the bulk of the Labour Party’s finances then and later,
especially before the mid-1990s. For instance, in 1990 trade union
affiliation fees provided two-thirds of the party’s regular annual in-
come. Not surprisingly, the role of the trade unions in industrial
relations was a major issue in British politics for much of the twen-
tieth century.
Renewed criticism of the trade unions was particularly notable

from the early to mid-1950s, a period when there were growing
anxieties about inflation and Britain’s competitiveness as a trading
nation as well as about strikes. By the 1960s both the Conservative
and Labour Parties were proposing political solutions to deal with
industrial relations problems which, explicitly or implicitly, centred
on trade unionism. The ‘trade union issue’ remained prominent un-
til the mid-1990s; by which time adverse economic conditions, re-
inforced by legislation andmore generally by a political climate hos-
tile to the trade unions, had considerably weakened trade unionism.
Moreover, Tony Blair, the leader of the Labour Party (from 1994)
and PrimeMinister (from 1997), took pains to distance the Labour
Party from the TUC and the trade unions (though the Labour Party
remained more sympathetic to many trade union concerns than the
Conservatives).
There were also other types of criticism of the trade unions. In

the radical ethos of the 1960s and early 1970s their position was of-
ten ambiguous. While many trade union leaders and activists read-
ily marched for peace in Vietnam, on behalf of Biafra in the war
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Introduction 3

in Nigeria, for civil rights in Northern Ireland, against apartheid
in South Africa and the Smith regime in Rhodesia, for CND and
Amnesty International as well as other causes of the time, the trade
unions collectively appeared male dominated, old-fashioned, even
bricks in the wall of the British establishment. The ambiguity lay
in the fact that, not surprisingly, trade unions defended jobs in the
arms industries, in nuclear power and in producing exports to many
(but not all) unsavoury regimes. Moreover, the unions were con-
spicuously poor on gender and ethnic issues and in appealing to
youth.
In the 1960s there were several trade union moves to appeal be-

yond materialism. One revealing episode concerned the arts. Here
again, in an example of the ambiguity of the trade unions as radical
or conservative (with a small ‘c’) bodies, support for radical theatre
and films had been a past feature of British socialism, the British
co-operative movement, mining and other working-class communi-
ties. At the 1960 TUC the General Council suffered a defeat when
delegates voted in favour of a motion (number 42 on the agenda)
moved by the Association of Cinematograph, Television and Al-
lied Technicians (ACTT) and seconded by the National Union of
Mineworkers:

Congress recognises the importance of the arts in the life of the community,
especially now when many unions are securing a shorter working week
and greater leisure time for their members. It notes that the trade union
movement has participated to only a small extent in the direct promotion
and encouragement of plays, films, music, literature and other forms of
expression, including those of value to its beliefs and principles. Congress
considers that much more could be done.

(Trade Union Congress, Report 1960, 435)

The impetus for this motion came from the playwright Arnold
Wesker. After its success Centre 42 (1961–70) evolved from
Wesker’s discussions with other intellectuals including Shelagh
Delaney, Clive Exton, Bernard Kops and Doris Lessing. At the
1961 TUC an ACTT delegate said of Centre 42 that it was

a voluntary alliance of artists in the field of music, drama, cinema, art and
literature. Its aim is to narrow the gap between the artists and the public
and to stimulate cultural and artistic activities in the closest association
with the trade unions. It hopes to create a permanent centre in London,

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521572312 - British Trade Unions since 1933
Chris Wrigley
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521572312
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


4 British Trade Unions since 1933

but equally it intends to duplicate its work in the provincial centres. It is
already working in the closest association with a number of trades councils
in the organisation of local festivals of art and labour.

(Trade Union Congress, Report 1961, 453)

In 1961 a four-day festival of the arts was organised by Welling-
borough Trades Council at a cost of £500. In 1962 festival weeks
were backed by trades councils in Birmingham, Bristol, Hayes,
Leicester, Nottingham and Wellingborough, at a cost of some
£50,000 (Wesker, 1970).
The enthusiasm for Centre 42 came from the trades councils,

with a few trade union leaders being active supporters. The General
Council of the TUC collectively resisted such moves, arguing that
there were other sources of support for the arts (notably the state,
local government and voluntary bodies), that the trade unions al-
ready backed theWorkers’ Education Association and that (rightly)
it would prove to be very costly. A closer look at the views of some
of the TUC supporters of motion 42 reveals that some were moti-
vated to hold back the tide of the rock and roll and ‘Yankee films’
by offering arts and culture to young people. W. Whitehead of the
South Wales miners declared:

We are not satisfied in South Wales . . . that culture and art mean rock ’n’
roll, the sorcerer’s window,Yogi Bear, andRawhide, with bluinite detergent.
I think . . . our heritage is William Morris, Shakespeare, Shaw and, in the
field of music, Vaughn Williams and today Benjamin Britten.

A delegate from the Transport Salaried Staff’s Association de-
nounced the flood of ‘glossy backed publications with lurid
covers . . . of sex and violence’ and more generally the ‘overwhelm-
ing glut of distorted degradation’ (Trade Union Congress, Report
1960, 438). Clearly, for some, culture was something of a rearguard
action against American commercialism.
Centre 42 itself was criticised bymore radical cultural groups later

in the 1960s for taking culture to the workers in an elitist manner.
There was less criticism of much of later union sponsorship of po-
litical plays in the 1970s and after. For example, the Transport and
General Workers’ Union sponsored The Non-Stop Connolly Show in
Dublin, London and elsewhere in 1975. The Amalgamated Union
of Engineering Workers and its white-collar associate, Technical
and Supervisory Section (TASS) were linked to Happy Robots, a

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521572312 - British Trade Unions since 1933
Chris Wrigley
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521572312
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Introduction 5

play concerning automation at work which was put on in 1973 by
Red Ladder (Itzin, 1980).
The early enthusiasm for Centre 42 was centred on trades coun-

cils, which by the later decades of the twentieth century were the
recognised local subsidiaries of the TUC. The local trade union
activists who were delegates to these bodies often put in long hours
promoting trade unionism, providing trade union inputs into a
range of local matters from allotments committees to community
relations councils and supporting various demonstrations. While
the tabloid press made much of ‘wicked NUPE (National Union
of Public Employees) shop stewards’ during the ‘winter of discon-
tent, 1979’, at the local level there was often much respect for them,
especially for overworked nurses who campaigned for better fund-
ing of the National Health Service and backed the several TUC
sponsored People’s Marches for Jobs.
In the 1980s, as in the 1930s, trade union activism often proved

self-sacrificing. In economic recessions employers often made shop
stewards and part-time union officials redundant. In good times
trade union activities involved less family and leisure time and little
if any economic reward. Yet men and women took on various tasks
in a belief that they were bettering their own and their colleagues’
lot.
The view from the shop floor and from the office has been much

less written about than the view from the TUC or the national
headquarters of major unions. In surveying major issues in the lit-
erature on British trade unionism this book ismostly a national-level
account.
In this short study of British trade unions in the period 1933–2000

the focus is on some major post-Second World War themes, with
a chapter as a prologue on 1933–45. The make-up of trade union
membership changed very markedly between the Second World
War and the turn of the century, with the unions representing less
industrial male workers but more women and male white-collar
workers, and generally being stronger in the public than the private
sector of the economy. The trade unions had to make greater efforts
to provide attractive services to their members in the harsher eco-
nomic and political climate after 1979. Moreover, they needed to
demonstrate their members’ support, and in particular for political
funds and for strike action, under the legislation of 1980–1993. In
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6 British Trade Unions since 1933

other chapters government intervention in the form of prices and
incomes policies and trade union law are examined and also the
controversies concerning strikes and the economic effects of trade
unions.
At the start of the twenty-first century the trade unions had ex-

perienced a substantial drop in membership and had become ac-
customed to less influence in Whitehall and Westminster than they
had enjoyed in 1946–79. Nevertheless, the trade unions remained
a major force in Britain, still very substantial in size relative to, say,
France and other countries. In 1933–2000, as in previous centuries,
the trade unions had to adapt to changing conditions, with a differ-
ent composition of their membership, and offering a differing mix
of services to their members.
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Chapter 2

Economic recovery and
war, 1933–1945

British trade unions emerged from the SecondWorldWar with both
their size and their political and social status enhanced. There is
not much controversy about that. But there is less recognition of
the scale of the recovery of trade union membership, 1933–9, and
there is controversy as to the extent to which governments consulted
trade unions and its significance.
The world recession of 1931–3 hit British trade unionism less

hard than that of 1921–2. In 1920 British trade unionism was
stronger than it was to be again until 1974 in terms of trade union
density (the percentage of trade union members in the workforce
legally eligible to join a union) or, in crude membership numbers,
until 1946. In the earlier period trade union membership tumbled
from 8,253,000, a 48.2 per cent density in 1920 to 5,382,000, a
30.7 per cent density, in 1923. In contrast, the drop in trade union
membership was much less in the early 1930s, from 4,783,000,
25.7 per cent density in 1930 to 4,350,000, 22.9 per cent den-
sity in 1933. In other words, the 1917–20 boom in trade unionism
was substantially undercut in 1921–2 and subsequent years, while
trade union membership had a lesser height from which to fall in
1930–3. That said, trade union density at its inter-war nadir at 22.9
per cent was only lower than that of 1913–14 of the years before the
First World War (and much higher than the 16.2 per cent average
of 1904–13).
The 1930s have been painted as an unduly dark period for the

trade unions. G. D. H. Cole and Raymond Postgate, in their for-
merly influential The Common People 1746–1946, 4th edition, 1949,
wrote of the early 1930s: ‘For the time being the trade unions
could only hang on as best they could, avoiding disputes wherever
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8 British Trade Unions since 1933

possible and making practically no attempt to extend their organi-
sation to new groups or industries’ (496). In contrast, later writing
has emphasised more trade union recovery and its limited but real
successes during the 1930s.
There was a substantial recovery of trade union membership. By

1939 it had reached 6,206,000, a density of 31.9 per cent, which put
it back to the 1921–2 level, a high level (but not to the exceptional
boom level of 1917–20) (Bain and Price, 1980). There was marked
growth in some hitherto relatively weak areas. In food and drink
union density rose from 14.9 to 23.7 per cent, in clothing from 12.3
to 23.6 per cent and in distribution 7.1 to 11.8 per cent. There were
other sectors where unionisation reached new levels, such as road
transport (from 47.3 to 68.4 per cent) and footwear (54.7 to 63.4
per cent). There was also recovery in sectors deeply involved in the
general strike: coal (52.4 to 81.1 per cent), rail (56.9 to 67.2 per
cent) and printing (43.0 to 51.4 per cent). However, there were
sectors where union density recovered a little but in a declining
labour force, such as cotton (51.4 to 54.4 per cent).
Overall, this was a recovery of trade union membership along

traditional lines. There was no substantial increase in female trade
union membership, union density rising slower (12.1 to 16.0 per
cent) than for male workers (27.9 to 39.3 per cent). It was also
marked by white collar unionisation growing a little less strongly
than among manual workers. This is a marked contrast to the later
decades of the twentieth century.
The 1930s were also not as bad in terms of wages and working

hours for those trade unionists still in work as had been the early
1920s. Wage rates fell to an inter-war low in June 1933, but the
fall from 1930 to 1933 was from 33.2 to 31.8 (on a wages index
with 1956 = 100), whereas the dramatic fall had occurred in the
early 1920s after the First World War and its post-war boom, when
the index fell from 53.1 in 1920 to 33.5 in 1923. By January 1937
wage rates had passed this 1923 level and were at 35.5 by mid-
1939. There was also some recovery of shorter hours of work, albeit
small, by 1939 (according to Ministry of Labour statistics on a
weekly hours of work index with 1956 = 100, dropping from 108.3
to 107.7) (Employment, Department of, 1968).
The 1930s saw a major and, for the most part, a lasting gain of

annual paid holidays for many workers. The TUC had promoted
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Economic recovery and war, 1933–1945 9

these from 1911 and many workers had secured them during the
post-war boom of 1919–20, but for a lot it was a temporary gain
(Russell, 1991). The piecemeal achievement of paid holidays is
well illustrated by the Shop Assistants Union. By mid-1923 it had
secured holiday with pay agreements with 78 Scottish co-operative
retail societies, 61 through collective bargaining, 11 via an arbitra-
tion award and six by an industrial court award. It also had agree-
ments with 27 firms in London, Glasgow, Leicester and elsewhere.
Other trade unions, including engineering, coal, boot and shoe and
printing, also had some agreements in the mid-1920s (Hallsworth
Papers, Modern Record Centre, Warwick). By 1929 some 1.5
million wage earners were covered. The spread of annual paid
holidays quickened in the 1930s. The International Labour Organ-
isation (ILO) adopted a general convention on the subject in June
1936 and the National Government set up a committee of inquiry
under Lord Amulree in March 1937. This estimated that 7.75
million workers earning under £250 a year enjoyed annual holi-
days and recommended that trade boards should be empowered to
require paid holidays as well as minimum wages be given to low-
paid workers. This proposal was carried out with the Holidays with
Pay Act, 1938. By 1943 those receiving holidays with pay were es-
timated to have nearly doubled to 15 million workers.
As Hugh Clegg has observed: ‘the National government . . .

proved to be much more beneficial to the unions and their mem-
bers once the worst of the economic crisis was over’ than had been
the Second Labour government (Clegg, 1994, 423). He also ob-
served that ‘the 1930s, must be one of the most productive pe-
riods of state intervention in industrial relations’, pointing from
1933 to the Road and Rail Traffic Act, 1933, the Road Haulage
Wages Act, 1938, the Cotton Manufacturing Industry (Temporary
Provisions) Act 1934, the Holidays with Pay Act, 1938 and the
setting up of trade boards for rubber, furniture and baking
(Clegg, 1994, 92–3). In the tradition of Disraeli’s social reforms
(1874–6) the measures were limited in their extent but nevertheless
did represent increased state activity. The Road and Rail Traffic
Act, 1933, was in accord with the government’s policies to ratio-
nalise competition but the only substantial benefit for labour was
that it laid down that when the Industrial Court determined fair
wages it should take into account existing collective agreements. It
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10 British Trade Unions since 1933

did, however, specify maximum hours of work for drivers (Smith,
1997, 65). The Road Haulage Wages Act, 1938, followed the col-
lapse of a wage scheme agreed by the National Joint Conciliation
Board for the Road Transport Industry and the recommendations
of the Bailie Committee of Inquiry. It set up a statutory frame-
work for the industry through the Road Haulage Central Wages
board. As Hugh Clegg and Paul Smith separately have observed,
these developments were state sponsored, with the willingness of
the employers’ associations (in order to stop competitors undercut-
ting their members), not pressure from the trade unions, being the
key determinant of the National Government acting (Clegg, 1994,
91–2; Smith, 1997, 78).
Both employers’ organisations and trade unions claimed to have

successfully influenced the National Government. The British
Employers’ Federation pointed to its influence over the forma-
tion and the financial management of Unemployment Assistance
Boards, while the TUC claimed to have had a substantial role in
determining the nature of theWorkmen’s Compensation Act, 1934,
and in the introduction of the forty-hour week in government as well
as securing the setting up of the Bailie inquiry into holidays with
pay. Keith Middlemas, in his influential Politics In Industrial Society
(1979), observed of these developments,

The fact that right of access to central government did not necessarily con-
vey power needs to be underlined, as does the fundamental failing of em-
ployers or union central organisations to deliver bargains binding on their
members – still in government eyes a bar to any reciprocal arrangement.
On the other hand, both institutions held government in a net whose

meshes, if not strong, were at least numerous. The 1930s witnessed a re-
markable proliferation of committees and bodies staffed by the same small
group of individuals.

(Middlemas, 1979, 226)

However, Rodney Lowe and others have contested Middlemas’
broader argument that British governments after the First World
War exhibited ‘corporate bias’. Middlemas claimed that the in-
volvement of unelected employers’ organisations and trade unions
in government decision-making after the First World War turned
them into ‘governing institutions’ and contributed to Britain’s
social stability. For the inter-war years, Lowe has argued convinc-
ingly that the employers’ organisations and trade unions were not
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