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Preface

The British Trades Union Congress is the oldest national institution 
representing organised workers to be found anywhere in the world. It 
lacks a comprehensive history. This volume is an interim study which 
seeks to focus on some of the more important leaders and events that 
shaped the TUC during the twentieth century. Over that hundred-year 
period the TUC often played a highly effective and influential role in 
the history of Britain in peace as well as war. In many ways the TUC's 
achievements remain an unwritten and too often unknown story. 
Through the words and actions of some of the TUC's greatest figures this 
book seeks to narrate and assess its development in the last century. 
David Low, the Manchester Guardian’s finest cartoonist, used to draw the 
TUC as an affectionate, amiable, lovable but rather shambolic and frisky 
carthorse, hardly a symbol of modernity. But like his figure of Colonel 
Blimp it became a kind of icon. Decent, slow, circumspect, insular, 
sometimes arrogant, but also loyal, emotional and often grateful for very 
little, the TUC grew, prospered and then endured. It is often forgotten 
that it was the TUC who took the leading role in the creation of the 
Labour Representation Committee in 19(X) that became the Labour Party 
six years later. Without the TUC and its affiliate unions there would 
never have been a Labour Party or a Labour government at all.’ The 
Socialists, at least in Labour's early years, were very much a minority, 
usually in ideological conflict with one another. It was the TUC who 
stood for unity, common sense and practicality. Moreover, the TUC was 
also very much a self-standing institution, which developed an industrial 
as well as a political perspective. Its best general secretaries sought to 
develop a distinctive and separate purpose for the TUC, apart from its 
umbilical connection of sentiment and mutual self-interest with the 
Labour Party. Trade unions through affiliation to the TUC had to deal 
with governments of all political persuasions. They were bargainers first 
and foremost, seeking deals, negotiating agreements and settlements for 
their members at work and not simply obedient servants of a party or 
ideology. Walter Citrine, the TUC's greatest general secretary, put it well 
in 1926 when he wrote:

The British trade union movement has its roots very deeply in
economic soil, and, unlike some of the Continental movements, it is



not so susceptible to revolutionary change that at the wave of a wand 
it can become suddenly transformed. It has been built up to redress 
immediate economic injustices, not to change violently and funda­
mentally the social system in accordance with an abstract theory.

Citrine -  he became Sir Walter in 1935 and was made a Labour peer in 
1946 -  can rightly be described as the founder of the modern TUC. For 
the 20 years from September 1926 to September 1946 he was to be its 
most impressive general secretary. Nearly 40 years ago he wrote an 
excellent two-volume autobiography. There has been no other full- 
length study of Citrine since then. This is a pity. He was a formidable 
figure -  a brilliant administrator, a profound philosopher of modern 
trade unionism, a far-sighted architect of a new kind of TUC with a 
sustained interest in public policy and in transforming its relations with 
the state, a principled pragmatist who transformed the organisation into 
a highly respected, sensible and responsible body, which became an 
Estate of the Realm during the Second World War.

Ernest Bevin, the extraordinary founder and general secretary of the 
Transport and General Workers Union, was -  as he once remarked 
immodestly of himself -  one in a million. In this book I assess his role 
in alliance with Citrine during the Second World War. As Minister of 
Labour and National Service, Bevin became the key figure in Winston 
Churchill's coalition government, perhaps its most important member 
after the Prime Minister himself. He came to symbolise the indomitable 
will and spirit of the British working class in what was to be its finest 
hour. Alan Bullock's trilogy of Bevin's life is not going to be replaced in 
the near future. But I hope my chapter on the Bevin-Citrine alliance in 
the war, however, goes some way to refocus his achievement in relation 
to the TUC.

Arthur Deakin and Frank Cousins, successive general secretaries of 
Bevin's union, stamped their own autocratic personalities on the TUC's 
development during the years of the so-called post-war settlement of full 
employment, the planned economy and the welfare state. My chapter on 
those two men seeks to examine their importance in forging a close 
relationship between the TUC and successive governments as well as the 
Labour Party after 1945. Deakin's reputation -  in my opinion -  has 
suffered at the hands of posterity, in some ways unfairly. He was 
certainly no Bevin but by any other standards he proved to be a strong 
and articulate defender of Labourism during its golden age, even if he 
was hated by the left and found himself increasingly out of touch with 
the times as full employment fuelled wage-push inflation and unofficial
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strikes. Cousins has received better treatment, although he was disliked 
and even feared by many of his colleagues on the TUC general council. 
Geoffrey Goodm an's biography remains indispensable. But it is by no 
means the last word on a man even he describes as the 'awkward 
warrior'. The chapter is taken from one I contributed to a centenary 
volume on the Labour Party, published in April 2000  by Macmillan.

George W oodcock, TUC general secretary from September 1960 to 
February 1969, was a fascinating figure, a genuine working-class 
intellectual recluse, who tried to modernise the TUC at a tim e when 
popular feelings towards trade unionism were turning sour. W oodcock 
never wrote his memoirs. Nor is there a biography of him. There should 
be. The chapter on W oodcock in this book is derived from an essay I 
wrote on him  in a volume on post-war industrial politics published in 
April 2000  by Ashgate.

Vic Feather was TUC general secretary for only four years but they 
turned out to be some of the m ost turbulent in the organisation's 
modern history. There is only a brief biography of him by Eric Silver. He 
deserves m uch more of our attention. In his dealings with Harold 
W ilson's government and with that of Edward Heath he proved to be a 
canny and indefatigable defender o f the TUC and responsible trade 
unionism .

Jack Jones, general secretary of the Transport and General Workers 
Union from 1969 until 1978, was the colossus of the Labour Movement. 
He was the inspiration behind the Social Contract between the TUC and 
the Labour party and then the Labour government during the still con­
troversial 1970s. His own m em oirs are worth reading. But m ore is 
needed. W ith the help of his union's own archives, 1 devote a chapter of 
this book to his enormously constructive contribution to the history of 
the TUC.

Both Len Murray and then Norman Willis had to preside over a TUC 
that was pushed by Conservative governm ents from the epicentre of 
British politics to its margins in only a brief period of time. The rise and 
fall o f the TUC as an Estate of the Realm is too big a subject for this book 
to discuss sensibly. But my chapter seeks to  describe and assess the role 
Murray and Willis played in those years of remorseless contraction and 
decline after 1979.

Jo h n  Monks is the new moderniser of the'TUC. Since he was elected 
its general secretary in September 1993, he has restored respect and 
authority to the organisation after its long, troubled retreat into the 
wilderness. The TUC is once more listened to and heeded by W hitehall 
departm ents and am ong em ployer associations. From the issue of
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Britain's position in Europe to the concept of social partnership in the 
workplace, from the need to reform Britain’s inadequate education and 
training system to new forms of com pany law to encourage employee 
participation, Monks is setting a new, positive TUC agenda after years 
of protest and defeat. It is far too early to assess his contribution but a 
brief account of his first years as TUC general secretary com pletes this 
millennium volume.

Of course, the modern history of the TUC is much more than the lives 
of the handful of white men who dominated many of its proceedings in 
the twentieth century. I am well aware of the enorm ous contributions 
many others -  both men and women -  made to build the TUC into not 
only Britain's largest voluntary pressure group but a key national 
institution in the public life o f the country. But this volum e has one 
specific purpose; to highlight, through the public lives of some of its key 
leaders who were at the centre o f the TUC's activities since the early 
1920s, the enorm ous im portance of the trade union m ovem ent in 
making Britain the country it is today. An introductory chapter seeks to 
place the TUC's overall role into that wider political econom y.

I should like to thank Jo h n  Monks, the TUC's general secretary, for 
his assistance in the preparation of this volume. David -  now Lord -  Lea 
was also supportive throughout. Mike Power in the TUC's media 
department helped to bring this book to fruition. Christine Coates was 
helpful at the TUC Library, now based at the University of North 
London. 1 am also grateful to  Christine W oodland and Richard Storey 
for their assistance at the M odern Record Centre in the  University of 
Warwick where the TUC archive is stored.

This book is dedicated to  A. F. Thompson of Wadham College, Oxford, 
who was an inspiring teacher of modern history when 1 was an under­
graduate at the college in the early 1960s. Throughout my 30  years as a 
journalist he remained an important influence on my thought on labour 
and trade union matters as well as being a friend.

London 
June 2000
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Introduction: The TUC 
An Overall Assessment

'The Trades Union Congress is now universally recognised as a force 
which radiates its influence, not only in our country but in many other 
lands.' Queen Elizabeth II spoke in warm tribute at the dinner in the 
Guildhall in the City of London held in honour of the TUC's centenary 
on 5 June 1968. Beside her at the resplendent top table sat the Labour 
Prime Minister Harold Wilson and George Woodcock, the TUC's general 
secretary. Her Majesty went on:

Just as the British legislature is rightly regarded as the Mother of 
Parliaments, so the British trade union movement, as the oldest in the 
world, has furnished the principles upon which the workers of many 
other countries, and especially the developing nations, have built their 
own unions and the links which have long been established between 
them owe much to the sustained support given by the TUC. Despite 
the handicaps of the early days, British workers were the first to gain 
freedom to combine for the furtherance of their objectives and to take 
an essential part in the evolution of industrial democracy. Perhaps in 
Britain we can regard ourselves -  without too much conceit -  as 
having an art for give and take. This finds expression, both in our 
political institutions and in industrial relations and in trade union 
branches and committees, and in their negotiations with employers, 
trade unionists have distinguished themselves in this art, and, in 
doing so, have gained the necessary experience to fill the highest 
positions of responsibility in the land. And today the Trades Union 
Congress represents nearly nine million workers by hand and brain 
and has become their unchallengeable representative in the national 
and industrial sphere. It is my pride to wish you well on your 100th 
birthday and as you cross the threshold of your second century, to 
pray that you may flourish and that you will continue to provide wise 
leadership on which the future of our country so much depends.^

I he Queen's lavish praise for the TUC was a sign of the times. It went 
much further than 10 Downing Street believed was necessary. Some of
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the Prime Minister's aides were troubled by the Queen's reference to 
'workers'. In 1968 Harold Wilson could proclaim: The TUC has arrived. 
It is an estate of the realm, as real, as potent, as essentially part of the 
fabric of our national life as any of the historic estates.'^

The TUC is the oldest national, independent trade union organisation 
in the world. Its inaugural congress, which began on Tuesday 2 June 
1868 at the Mechanics' Institution, David Street in Manchester, was 
attended by a mere 34 delegates claiming to represent 118,367 trade 
union members. The TUC's birth took place almost without notice at 
the time, even among the existing trade unions and trades councils. Its 
origins stemmed from the initiative taken by the Manchester and Salford 
Trades Council whose members wanted to establish an annual national 
meeting of trade unionists on the lines of the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science and the Social Science Association from which 
manual workers had been excluded. Their intention seemed more to 
establish a debating society than an organisation to represent the 
interests of labour. A number of papers were presented to the inaugural 
conference on a wide range of topics. They included: 'trade unions -  an 
absolute necessity'; trade unions and the political economy; the effect 
of trade unions on foreign competition; the regulation of hours of work; 
the limitation of apprentices; 4he present inequality of the law in regard 
to conspiracy'; intimidation, picketing, coercion, and so on; the necessity 
of compulsory inspection of workplaces where women and children were 
employed; the legalisation of trade societies; and the 'necessity of an 
annual conference of trade representatives from various centres of 
industry'.'^ A resolution was passed at the Manchester gathering declaring 
it was 'highly desirable' that trade unions should not only meet annually 
but also 'take action in all parliamentary matters pertaining to the 
general interests of the working classes'.

During its early decades of existence the TUC was concerned mainly 
with lobbying parliament as well as seeking greater legal security for 
trade unions from the ravages of the courts and the threat of litigiously 
minded employers. It expressed no intention to interfere in any way 
with the internal affairs of affiliate trade unions or indeed the processes 
of voluntary collective bargaining where it existed. In the words of 
George Howell, the first effective secretary of the TUC's parliamentary 
committee, the TUC's promoters and founders did not propose to 
'interfere in the legitimate work of trade unions, their organisation, 
mode of management, constitution, rules, or other matters of internal 
economy'. The TUC's purpose was instead 4o promote cooperation in 
respect of general questions affecting labour and to watch over its
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interests in Parliament'.'^ Its activities concentrated on those specific 
functions with some notable success. With no political party in existence 
to represent the working class, the TUC became the voice of labour in a 
political system which, after parliamentary reform legislation in 1868 
and 1884, ensured an estimated 60 per cent of the male working class 
were enfranchised. Deputations from the TUC pressing the policy 
demands of the labour interest on government departments became a 
regular feature of public life in late Victorian Britain. A sprinkling of 
senior union leaders in the TUC were even appointed by governments 
to sit on royal commissions and public inquiries. In 1886 the TUC's then 
secretary, Henry Broadhurst, was made parliamentary under-secretary at 
the Home Office in Gladstone's third ministry, the first working-class 
man to occupy government office.

The TUC was deferential in its attitude to the state and it remained 
focused on a lobbying and petitioning role in parliament. There was no 
real threat from the TUC to the existing economic and social order. 
Moves to achieve direct representation through the trade unions for the 
working class in the House of Commons were limited in their success. 
Twenty years after the TUC's formation there were still only eight trade- 
union-sponsored Members of Parliament. The TUC was, in fact, very 
much a loyal part of the broad progressive alliance that constituted 
Gladstonian Liberalism. But trade union high regard for the Grand Old 
Man did not mean any toning down of their sense of working-class 
identity when it came to the promotion of the labour interest. However 
the TUC was provided by its affiliate unions with limited resources -  
only a part-time general secretary and a parliamentary committee that 
did not meet on a regular basis. Indeed, the TUC under Howell and 
Broadhurst was neither an inclusive nor really persistent common voice 
for trade unionism. In the words of Ross Martin, the TUC's function was 
'largely marginal to the principal concerns' of both governments and 
trade unions up to 1890.^ The Webbs were scathing about what they saw 
as the TUC's inadequate performance in their influential book, Industrial 
Democracy, published in 1897, 'Whatever outward resemblances to an 
effective political machine it may possess, it lacks all the essential 
conditions of efficiency and success', they wrote. In their opinion the 
ru e  parliamentary committee lacked intellectual leadership and suffered 
from a 'combination of sturdy independence, naive self-complacency 
and an extremely narrow outlook'. With no full-time staff or outside 
expert advisers available on a regular basis, the TUC was not in a position 
to establish itself at that time as an informed and effective organisation 
to represent organised labour's common interests. As a result, the annual
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congress had become 'an unorganised public meeting utterly unable to 
formulate any consistent or practical policy'.^ The local trade councils 
were equally the object of sweeping criticism from the Webbs. They 
regarded them as useless bodies equipped with limited power and viewed 
with deep suspicion by affiliate unions who saw those councils as 
potentially competitive rivals to their own independence. The Webbs in 
1897 blamed the TUC's frailties on the narrow opinion shared by most 
unions of what its role ought to be. They were content to restrict the 
TUC as a lobby limited to handling only a small range of specific trade 
union issues but not able to speak out and press for a wider agenda of 
social and political reform. 'The trade unions join the congress for the 
promotion of a parliamentary policy desired, not merely by a majority 
but by all of them', argued the Webbs. Tt is a violation of the implied 
contract between them to use the political force, towards the creation 
of which all are contributing, for the purposes of any particular political 
party/ In their view the TUC would only become effective if it was able 
to achieve 'concerted federal action between the trades'. But they 
believed the leaders of the larger unions were 'with all their capacity and 
force, usually quite unfit' to bring about such a development. As the 
Webbs argued:

Each man knows his own trade and the desires of his own union but 
is both ignorant and indifferent as to the needs or desires of every 
other trade. Before they can form anything like a cabinet with a 
definite and consistent policy, they must learn how to frame a precise 
and detailed programme which shall include the particular legislative 
regulations desired by each trade, whilst avoiding the shibboleths of 
any political party.

They did not believe this was an impossible dream, pointing out that 
the TUC Junta which dominated the organisation in its first few years 
had been able to create 'an extremely efficient cabinet' that paved the 
way for the achievement of the 1871 and 1875 legal settlement which 
appeared to have given the trade unions the legitimacy and security 
under the rule of law that they wanted.

In fact, during the 1890s a detectable change was evident in the TUC's 
position. The spread of unionisation among the country's unskilled 
manual workers, highlighted by the drama of the 1889 London dock 
strike, was undoubtedly a factor, as was the emergence of new general 
unions who brought a much more militant and often Socialist voice into 
TUC debates. So was the increasing concern being displayed by the state
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on how it ought to respond to what was becoming known in official 
circles as the 'labour question'. The creation of the Board of Trade's 
Labour Department in 1893 and the increase in ministerial concern with 
the passage of the 1896 Conciliation Act and its voluntary provisions to 
resolve industrial disputes, as well as legislation to safeguard workplace 
conditions, also strengthened the TUC's potential role as a lobbying 
interest group.

Inside the annual congress, Socialists began to appear in greater 
number with enough self-confidence to challenge the Lib-Lab TUC 
establishment. In 1895 an attempt was made by the old guard to turn 
back the Socialist advance inside the TUC. It was decided to ban trades 
councils from claiming representation at the annual conference. Only 
paid union officials or members of an affiliate union who were employed 
could attend in future as accredited delegates. Even more importantly, 
the TUC introduced what became the infamous union block vote, ending 
the system whereby delegates had been allowed to vote on resolutions as 
individuals. The Webbs criticised that particular reform, pointing out 
prophetically that this would lead in future congresses to the spectacle 
of 'the big officials holding the pack of voting cards allotted to their own 
unions, listening contemptuously to the debating of the smaller trades 
and silently voting down any proposition which displeases them'.^

The TUC itself was also beginning to acquire a greater institutional 
presence during the 1890s. A full-time clerk was appointed to administer 
its affairs in 1896, followed by the arrival of a part-time legal adviser four 
years later. In 1903 the TUC purchased its first typewriter and installed 
a telephone when it moved into new premises. With the retirement of 
Sam Woods in 1904, the post of TUC general secretary was made into a 
more intensive one, although this did not mean it could not be taken on 
by a Member of Parliament.

But the permanency of the TUC's position was still by no means 
secure and unchallenged. The General Federation of Trade Unions was 
formed by the TUC in 1899 and for some years appeared to pose a 
competitive threat. Originally established solely as a means for 
channelling financial support to trade unions involved in industrial 
disputes, the GFTU also acquired an international role for organised 
labour. Some union leaders even assumed the new body would 
eventually supersede the TUC. Indeed, by the outbreak of the Great War 
in August 1914 it still remained unclear whether the TUC as a national 
institution would become the sole representative body for organised 
workers. The Labour Party -  formed after a resolution from the 
Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants before the 1899 congress
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this work was done through a close cooperation between the Colonial 
Office and especially the TUC's Colonial Labour Advisory Committee 
which was established in 1940,^^ Both the TUC and successive 
governments agreed on the need for the encouragement of responsible 
trade unionism in the colonies. By the war years the government was 
recruiting qualified British trade unionists -  through the TUC -  to serve 
as labour officers attached to local colonial labour departments.

The sheer diverse range of the TUC's activities after 1921 looks 
impressive^ especially when the organisation has always been much less 
powerful than many outside the trade union movement might have 
believed or recognised. Contrary to a widespread popular belief; the TUC 
has never been -  nor has it ever claimed to be -  a highly centralised 
institution that was in a position of authority to issue directives from on 
high to be accepted unquestioningly by obedient and loyal member 
unions. It has always remained -  to the ill-concealed exasperation of 
many politicians and even union officials -  a loose confederation of 
often disparate affiliate unions with often divided interests, keen to 
protect their own precious autonomy from intrusion by the TUC itself. 
In other western European market economies -  notably in Scandinavia, 
but also in Germany, the Low Countries and Austria -  national trade 
union centres acquired substantial collective authority over their affiliate 
members during the twentieth century backed up by the threat and even 
use of sanctions against errant unions. This enabled them to establish a 
dominance at the national centre vis-a-vis the state and employer 
associations and guaranteed them a continuous and legitimate role in 
economic policy coordination, something that was never really possible 
in Britain outside wartime conditions. At moments of national crisis 
however, the TUC always responded impressively to the challenges 
imposed upon the trade unions by unpredictable outside events. But its 
pace of change was normally slow and circumspect. The need for 
internal unity in the TUC was paramount, even if it could arouse 
impatience among those who wanted to see a more dynamic role being 
played by the organisation. However, on certain occasions the TUC wa  ̂
also able to display an impressive decisiveness as a representative 
organisation, surprising its enemies and delighting its friends. It is also 
true the TUC often proved to be at its most effective in resisting external 
pressures rather than in seizing the initiative in an innovatory way. As 
the TUC told the House of Commons select committee in 1994:

No individual union acting alone can exercise the same influence as
all unions acting together through the TUC. It is through our lobbying
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and campaigning activities at national level that the TUC adds value 
to the work of individual unions. There is still a clear imperative 
demanding a single trade union voice on a wide range of economic 
and social issues. Equally there is a need for one organisation at 
national level advocating the benefits of trade unionism and 
campaigning for proper protections for people at work.*^

But the ru e  has almost always tried to punch well above its weight. To 
the outside world Congress House may have seemed like a substantial 
and imposing organisation. But at all times the TUC has been very much 
a shoestring operation^ dependent on the willingness of its affiliate 
unions to provide it with limited authority and financial resources to 
promote the wider influence of organised labour in the political 
economy beyond the workplace. The powers of the TUC general council 
were always of crucial importance. How much autonomy should affiliate 
unions give to it? The rules, drawn up in 1921, with important revisions 
in 1928 and 1939, provided the general council with a diversity of 
specific functions. It was to resolve inter-union disputes; establish close 
relations with trade union and labour movements overseas and have the 
duty of keeping a 'watch on all industrial movements and attempt 
where possible to coordinate industrial a c t i o n ' . A s  the TUC's draft 
constitution declared: Tt shall promote common action by the trade 
union movement on general questions such as wages and hours of 
labour and any matter of general concern that may arise between 
employers and trade unions or between the trade union movement and 
the government, and shall have power to assist any union which is 
attacked on any vital question of trade union principle.' In addition, 
'where disputes arise, or threaten to rise between trade unions, it shall 
use its influence to promote a settlement'. But some unions feared such 
wording might encourage the TUC to overdo its intni?ive powers. Under 
pressure from the Miners' Federation, it was agreed that the general 
council's new powers of intervention could only be exercised 'subject 
to the necessary safeguards to secure the complete autonomy of the 
unions and federations affiliated to Congress'. Efforts to ensure the TUC 
general council could intervene powerfully in industrial disputes were 
met with stiff resistance. In Alan Bullock's words, the general council 
could plead, persuade, invite, cajole, but never give orders. It was to act 

as a general staff to an army which had no chain of command or 
commander in chief and whose divisions would decide for themselves 
whether to fight or not.'^*
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proposed successfully the creation of a Labour Representation 
Committee -  appeared to have usurped much of the TUC's influence as 
a parliamentary lobbyist while more militant union leaders were looking 
to different structures -  the Transport Workers' Federation and the Triple 
Industrial Alliance -  to pursue more radical strategies of industrial con­
frontation. By 1913 the Socialists G. D. H. Cole and William Mellor could 
claim: The TUC is a highly academic body -  a debating society rather 
than a legislative assembly ... The existence of such an ill-defined body 
is a source of weakness to the Labour Movement and the Parliamentary 
Committee must hand over its works and powers to other bodies more 
fitted to the task.'®

The Webbs were equally dismissive of the TUC's position in 1913, 
describing the annual congress as remaining as it had been in its earlier 
years, 'a parade of the trade union forces than a genuine Parliament of 
Labour'.^ As they wrote:

All the incidental circumstances tend to accentuate the parade features 
of Congress at the expense of its legislative capacity. The Mayor and 
Corporation of the city in which it is held give a public welcome to the 
delegates and usually hold a sumptuous reception in their honour. 
The strangers' gallery is full of interested observers. Distinguished 
foreigners^ representatives of government departments, deputations 
from the Co-operative Union and other far-reaching organisations, 
inquisitive politicians, and popularity-hunting ministers sit through 
every day's proceedings. The press table is crowded with reporters from 
all the principal newspapers of the kingdom; whilst the local organs 
vie with each other in bringing out special editions containing 
verbatim reports of each day's discussions. But what more than 
anything else makes the Congress a holiday demonstration, instead 
of a responsible deliberative assembly, is its total lack of legislative 
power. The delegates are well aware that Congress resolutions have 
no binding effect on their constituents and therefore do not take the 
trouble to put them in practicable form or even to make them 
consistent one with another.

The Webbs deplored the absence of order, the inadequate discussion of 
issues and the tiresome procedural wrangles that often dominated 
congress and TUC proceedings. Above all, they lamented the shortage 
of responsible trade union leadership on display. They were equally 
scathing of the work of the TUC's Parliamentary Committee. Its

6 The тис



potentially massive workload was contrasted with its extremely limited 
resources. The Webbs explained:

rhe members of the Parliamentary Commitee leave their provincial 
headquarters fifteen to twenty times a year to spend a few hours in 
the little TUC offices at 19 Buckingham Street, Strand, in deliberating 
upon such business as their secretary brings before them. Preoccupied 
with the affairs of their societies and unversed in general politics, they 
either confine their attention to the interests of their own trades or 
look upon the fortnightly trip to London as a pleasant recreation from 
hard official duties. In the intervals between the meetings the secretary 
struggles with the business as best he can, with such clerical help as he 
can afford to pay for out of his meagre allowance. Absorbed in his own 
parliamentary duties, for the performance of which his constituents 
pay him a salary, he can devote to the general interests of the trade 
union world only the leavings of his time and attention.

As a result the TUC's activities were confined to sending a few 
deputations annually to government departments, carrying out limited 
consultation with friendly politicians and drafting a report to congress 
about parliamentary business for which they were not directly 
responsible. The TUC expects the parliamentary affairs of a million and 
a half members to be transacted by a staff inferior to that of a third-rate 
trade union', they concluded.

The experience of the Great War of 1914-18 did not immediately 
enhance the TUC's status and authority much either, even if it 
strengthened the overall influence of trade unions in their relations with 
the state. The key institution in organised labour's war effort was not the 
ru e  but the War Emergency Workers' National Committee, made up of 
representatives from the TUC, the GFTU and the Labour Party. As Ross 
Martin concluded:

In the case of union-government dealings on larger and more urgent 
matters, the TUC almost invariably either acted alongside other labour 
bodies or was excluded altogether. Moreover, its representative 
function at this level was not only shared with others but was usually 
shared to a degree that reduced its role to something less than primus 
inter pares.

Indeed, given the prominence of the parliamentary committee's formal 
position in the labour movement, it had remarkably little to do officially
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with the mainstream of wartime negotiations between unions and 
government. Both the 1915 Treasury Agreement covering war labour 
mobilisation and the suspension of restrictive labour practices and the 
1919 National Industrial Conference seeking a new relationship between 
capital and labour, revealed the limited role the TUC continued to play 
in public policy-making or the functioning of the wider political 
economy.

It was not until the early 1920s that the TUC really began to emerge 
as a credible, inclusive and unrivalled national representative body for 
organised workers, mainly as a result of its own structural reforms and 
the setbacks suffered by a resort by some unions to industrial militancy. 
In 1921 the parliamentary committee was replaced by the general 
council. At the same time the TUC established four joint policy 
departments with the Labour Party. In addition, a National Joint Council 
was created, made up of equal numbers of Labour MPs, members of the 
party's national executive committee and representatives from the TUC. 
But it was not until 1926 that the general council formed its own admin­
istration. The headquarters of the two wings of the Labour Movement, 
however, were to remain in the same premises sharing library facilities, 
first in Ecclestone Square, in London's Belgravia, and from May 1928 at 
Transport House, Smith Square, with the Transport and General Workers 
Union which owned the building. Only in 1958 did the TUC finally 
move to separate headquarters of its own in Great Russell Street in 
London's Bloomsbury district, where it remains to this day, complete 
with a conservation order and an Epstein statue of mother and child.

The growth in the TUC's importance in the early 1920s was well 
reflected in the emergence of a permanent administrative staff to service 
its burgeoning committee system. When Fred Bramley was appointed 
TUC general secretary in 1922 it was stipulated that he should devote 
his whole time to the work of the general council. No longer could the 
post be held by a Member of Parliament. After 52 years of existence, the 
TUC had finally become a fully-fledged national institution, authorised 
by its affiliate unions to establish itself as a more effective and recognised 
voice for the common interests of organised labour. But even the TUC's 
1920-21 modernisation was only partial, uneven and heavily circum­
scribed. The tenacious strength of trade union autonomy ensured that 
the TUC was not about to be transformed into an unquestioning and 
centralised body, a general staff for an obedient army of labour. By 
comparison with its early decades, the TUC had certainly come of age. 
However, its twentieth-century aspirations to be an indispensable Estate 
of the Realm had only just begun.
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At the beginning of a new century we need to assess the TUC's relative 
achievement since the early 1920s. Today, despite almost 20 years of 
remorseless decline in strength and influence from its high-water mark 
of 1980 when the TUC's affiliate trade union membership totalled over 
11 million workers and nearly 60 per cent of the entire labour force were 
in a trade union, the TUC remains the largest voluntary association in 
Britain. During its long life, the TUC grew from humble and uncertain 
beginnings into a highly influential, respected and respectable 
organisation -  part labour interest pressure group in the wider political 
economy and part parliamentary lobbying organisation seeking to 
influence the political system in the labour interest. The TUC not only 
claimed to articulate the collective demands of trade union members 
over the whole spectrum of public policy-making but also sought to 
express the wider aspirations of workers by hand or brain, whether they 
were members of a trade union or not. It was also keen -  as far as was 
possible -  to guide or jolly along affiliate unions behind united policy 
positions. I'he TUC's role as a mediator and conciliator of inter-union 
relations was always to be a constant preoccupation for its general 
secretaries from Walter Citrine to John Monks. It also sought, with more 
limited success, to act as a facilitator in the spread of best practice, 
common strategies and professional expertise to its member unions.

The TUC, for most of its history after 1921, faced no serious direct 
challenge to its assertion that it should be treated by governments and 
employer associations as the sole representative voice and national 
organisational centre for both manual and non-manual trade unions. It 
has always been the TUC's comprehensive and inclusive character, not 
divided organisationally by ideology, religion or class interest, unlike 
most other national trade union centres in the world, that made it so 
distinctive. Such an impressive unity of representation and purpose 
provided the TUC with an understandable credibility as well as 
legitimacy in the eyes of most governments of all parties during the 
twentieth century, whenever they wanted to assess organised labour's 
demands or call on the trade unions to shoulder burdens such as pay 
restraint or rearmament in a perceived national interest.

1 he TUC can look back with a genuine sense of pride to its many 
achievements in the twentieth century. It became a formidable 
organisation whose influence was of immense importance in the 
development of public policy, particularly during the 40 years between 
the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939 and the arrival 
of Margaret I’hatcher in 10 Downing Street in May 1979. The TUC's 
constructive impact on events was crucial during the Second World War
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when its officials gained as of right daily access to Whitehall 
departments. Out in the regions and in local communities and 
workplaces the TUC proved highly successful in ensuring the interests of 
organised labour were neither overlooked nor taken for granted in the 
mobilisation for total victory. The achievement of 'full' employment in 
the immediate post-war years and the creation of a welfare state based 
on principles of social citizenship, redistributive taxation and universal 
provision after 1945 owed much to TUC pressure on successive Labour 
and Conservative governments. The TUC turned into a powerful 
guarantor of the so-called post-war social settlement. It pressed 
consistently for economic growth and higher productivity and 
efficiency.

The TUC also played an important if understated role in the 
development of the country's education and training system, particularly 
in the creation of comprehensive schools, the promotion of lifelong 
learning and the encouragement of vocational and adult education. It 
took a keen direct interest in the nationalisation of the commanding 
heights of British industry -  coal, iron and steel, the railways, gas, water 
and electricity. In the early 1930s the TUC debated whether the public 
ownership of industry and the introduction of industrial planning should 
require forms of worker participation or public accountability. Its own 
approach was important for the emergence of the structure of the public 
corporations that were established after 1945. The TUC was also an 
effective advocate for the principle of compulsory social insurance and 
the use of the income tax system as a means of creating greater equality 
in a class-divided society through substantial measures of redistribution.

In the 1960s and 1970s the TUC helped to secure legal rights for 
workers in the provision of statutory redundancy payments, the 
introduction of maternity pay and compensation for unfair dismissal, 
the right to equal pay for men and women as well as the outlawing of 
forms of workplace discrimination on grounds of gender and race. The 
TUC always adopted a strong and positive attitude towards the 
development of comprehensive health and safety at work legislation 
with a key role to be played by trade union representatives in organised 
workplaces.

During most of the twentieth century the TUC established an intricate 
network of informal as well as formal influence that criss-crossed the 
interstices of the British state. The TUC general council's annual reports 
especially over the years from 1940 to 1979, reveal a wealth ol 
impressively detailed evidence of the organisation's close and diverse 
involvement in public policy-making which stretched far beyond the



immediate demands of the workplace or the needs of collective 
bargaining. No royal commission or public inquiry ever seemed to be 
complete without a representative from the TUC sitting on it. From the 
problem of football hooliganism to Christmas bonuses for old age 
pensioners, the TUC pressed a collective view on to governments and it 
was one that was invariably not only listened to, but acted upon. The 
TUC explained its consultative role with governments in its evidence to 
the 1968 Donovan Commission:

Whilst there can be no obligation on the government to consult the 
TUC or individual unions on questions which closely affect the 
interest of their members, over the last fifty years there has grown up 
a pattern of consultation the scope of which is very wide ranging. All 
governments recognise that it is not possible to run a country purely 
through a Parliament. It might be said that Governments treat the 
TUC as a sort of industrial Parliament; in the first place to obtain the 
benefit of the views of the views and experience of the trade union 
movement in framing legislation or developing policies in general, 
and second, to secure the approval and endorsement of the TUC for 
the broad terms of legislation which will have a day to day influence 
on the work of trade unions.

To its political critics on the left as well as the right, the TUC by the 
1970s seemed to have grown much too powerful for its own good. It was 
said to be over-burdened by national responsibilities as the vital pillar 
of an increasingly corporatist state. Over successive national incomes 
policies from 1948 to 1977 the TUC -  often against its own better 
instincts -  was persuaded to come to the rescue of Labour governments 
in economic trouble by agreeing to accept forms of pay restraint or even 
a wage standstill on behalf of the rank and file of affiliate unions. Such 
a restrictive strategy in a parliamentary democracy and open market 
economy led inevitably to widespread discontent among trade union 
activists and workplace disaffection that provoked the eventual rejection 
of incomes policies by many rank and file workers.

But the TUC never -  at any stage -  sought to further a view of trade 
unionism, which was designed to turn itself into an obedient servant of 
an over-centralised state. For most of the twentieth century, the TUC 
tried to defend the freedom of trade unions and workers from attempts 
at control or direction by any external body, not least governments. As 
it explained in its evidence to the Donovan Commission:
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No state, however benevolent, can perform the function of trade 
unions in enabling workpeople themselves to decide how theii 
interests can best be safeguarded. It is where trade unions are not 
competent, and recognise they are not competent, to perform a 
function, that they welcome the state playing a role in at least 
enforcing minimum standards but in Britain this role is recognised as 
the second best alternative to the development by workpeople 
themselves of the organisation, the competence, the representative 
capacity, to bargain and to achieve for themselves satisfactory terms 
and conditions of employment. In general, therefore, because this 
competence exists, the state stands aside, its attitude being one of 
abstention, of formal indifference.^^

It is true such an apparently arm's-length attitude was by no means 
always a consistent feature of TUC behaviour. As we shall see, during the 
1970s in particular and again after 1997, the TUC looked to government 
and not to the voluntary bargaining of affiliate trade unions for the 
acquisition of individual as well as collective rights for working people. 
However, this did not involve any explicit or clear-cut break with the so- 
called voluntarist tradition of industrial relations that helped to shape 
British trade union structure and behaviour from the middle of the 
nineteenth century in their feelings towards the role they believed the 
state should play in their affairs. But over time it brought a transforma­
tion in the TUC's puфoses as it struggled to develop a new modernising 
role in a globalising economy. By the end of the twentieth century the 
TUC saw its role as that of a vital social partner in the development of 
an enterprise culture and industrial consensus aimed at improving 
productivity and competitiveness. Echoes of such a cooperative 
approach with industry could be found as long ago as TUC general 
secretary Walter Citrine's modernisation agenda after the 1926 General 
Strike and again in the making of the TUC's bold post-war reconstruction 
programmes between 1942 and 1945. But it was not really fully 
articulated and acted upon until John Monks's New Unionism of the 
1990s. Critics on the left would argue that such a conciliatory strategy 
was symptomatic of the TUC's diminished national authority after the 
lost opportunities of the Social Contract period during the misunder­
stood 1970s. They believe the TUC capitulated in the face of aggressive, 
resurgent capital and a New Labour government, hostile and suspicious 
that trade unions might try to restore the supposed irresponsible power 
it was claimed they wielded over state and society 20 years earlier.
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Such strictures were, however, misplaced. In truth, today's TUC 
remains in practice what it always has been -  a voluntary and weakly 
organised federation of disparate sectional and producer interests shaped 
by external events over most of which it was able to exercise little or 
only limited control. But the TUC has also -  for the most part -  retained 
an acute appreciation of what was ever possible. It has usually stood for 
and sought to achieve a principled pragmatism. As it explained in a 1970 
report on structure and development:

The TUC is primarily concerned with developing policy rather than 
acting as an executive body. It produces a means through which 
unions can collectively achieve objectives which they cannot achieve 
or which it could be difficult for them to achieve separately. It 
identifies things which unions should be doing but which for one 
reason or another they are not doing and stimulates them to take the 
necessary action. It reminds individual unions or groups of unions of 
their duty to take into account the interests of other unions and the 
broader interests of trade unions as a whole. It thus establishes 
standards of good union practice.

The TUC was well aware of the limitations such a constraint placed on 
its ability to take any public policy initiative. As the same 1970 structure 
document argued:

The TUC has the perennial problem of reconciling the special interests 
of particular unions or groups of members with the general interests of 
the trade union movement and of deciding when which set of interests 
should prevail. This has on occasion led the TUC to make general 
statements which, because they are capable of different interpretations, 
offend none and are minimally acceptable to all. A propensity not to 
offend and not to appear to be interfering with union autonomy has 
historically often led the TUC to eschew taking initiatives.

Unlike o th «  nationally based trade union federations in the western 
world the TUC was not able to acquire an unquestioned authority or 
power over the actions of its affiliate members. It was never to be given 
the role of collective bargainer with specific employers or industries. Nor 
was it even allowed to compile information on wage data or advise 
individual unions on their pay claims, let alone train and keep in contact 
with shop stewards and local officials of affiliate unions. What powers 
and influence the TUC ever enjoyed have only come from the 
willingness of affiliate trade unions to delegate to it.
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Inevitably, the TUC's resulting weakness has often exasperated 
governments, impatient for the trade unions to act in concert together 
in the resolution of problems of national concern. It is arguable, 
however, whether TUC general secretaries have not on occasion 
exaggerated their own inability to exercise authority over affiliate 
unions. But as a 1975 TUC report on its powers acknowledged:

It would be meaningless for the general council to be given powers to 
direct and instruct unions unless unions in their turn have the same 
powers over their members. What a union can do would and must 
ultimately be determined by its members. The only real sanction the 
TUC has is suspension or expulsion: the use of other sanctions such as 
the imposition of fines on unions is neither desirable nor practicable 
and in any case it would run directly counter to the way in which the 
TUC has been developing in recent years which is to win the support 
of unions for agreed policies by argument and persuasion.

Indeed, when expulsion from the TUC was used as a punishment -  as it 
was against the Electricians' Union in 1961 and 1988 and against 32 
unions in 1972 when they refused to comply with the TUC's policy of 
resistance to the Industrial Relations Act -  it weakened the organisation 
and proved to be highly divisive and ultimately counter-productive.

It was very much the internal structures of both the TUC itself and 
affiliate unions that impeded innumerable attempts at reform or mod­
ernisation after 1921. Citrine noted in his memoirs that the TUC's 
perennial problem over reforming itself in response to changing times 
came down to one of the power 'to act on policy issues in a cohesive 
manner'. As he recalled:

This could be done only by a central body representing all the unions. 
People who thought like myself had for years been talking about a 
general staff of labour. 'All power to the general council', they 
declared. Such slogans seemed not only eminently desirable but just 
plain common sense. We did not realise how conservative a force the 
trade union movement could be in relation to its own affairs.

The intellectual, working-class George Woodcock was confronted by 
those same forces of conservatism inside the trade unions during the 
1960s when he made sporadic efforts to modernise both the TUC and 
trade unionism in general to meet the difficult conditions imposed on
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industrial relations by the coming of full employment wage-push 
inflation and unofficial strikes.

It would be wrong to restrict any overall portrait of the TUC to its 
domestic activities during the past century. We should never forget the 
TUC's important influence in the wider world beyond Britain. It was 
partly instrumental, for example, in the creation of the tripartite Geneva- 
based International Labour Organisation in 1919 with its mission to 
establish worker rights everywhere. The TUC was often to take the lead 
in seeking the mobilisation of the international Labour Movement 
against state oppression and employer exploitation of workers. It was a 
formidable force for common sense and solidarity in international trade 
union organisations, starting with the International Federation of Trade 
Unions between the wars when Citrine was president after 1928. In the 
1930s the TUC adopted a robust and realistic view of what needed to be 
done to confront the European dictators with its sound conviction that 
military force would be needed to defeat Fascism. In the Cold War after 
1949, the TUC pursued a pragmatic and flexible approach without 
compromising its fundamental opposition to the real and subversive 
threat of Soviet Communism. Although less dogmatic in its anti­
communist attitudes than the American trade union movement, the 
TUC was nevertheless resistant to the attractions of the Soviet Union. It 
was the key organisation in the break away from the Communist- 
dominated World Federation of Trade Unions in 1949 and the 
subsequent formation of the International Confederation of Free Trade 
Unions in London's County Hall.^^ Inevitably, the American Federation 
of Labor was unimpressed by the TUC's anti-Communism, believing it 
was never rigorous enough. Perhaps its president George Meany never 
forgot the angry reception he received from rank and file delegates when, 
as AFL fraternal delegate at the 1945 Congress in Blackpool, he 
denounced Stalin's Soviet Union for its widespread use of labour camps. 
More controversially, it is arguable that the TUC, for much of the post­
war period, made too sure its own foreign policy kept too closely in line 
with the views of the mandarins of the Foreign Office.

Just as important and too often overlooked was the TUC's practical 
and influential role in helping to bring about the transformation of the 
British Empire into British Commonwealth through its pioneering work 
in the colonies. Technical and educational assistance provided through 
the TUC encouraged the development of individual trade union 
movements, especially in Africa, the West Indies and the Indian sub­
continent. The TUC helped to train a cadre of able trade union officials 
who emerged during the period of decolonisation after 1945. Much of
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Most of the powers provided for the TUC general council were in fact 
almost the same as those which had been exercised by the TUC parlia­
mentary committee it had replaced in 1921. But initial caution was 
backed by a willingness to accept that the newly modernised TUC might 
be reshaped in the future by the pressure of time and events. 'There is no 
finality in our conception of organisation', the young Ernest Bevin told 
the 1920 Congress. 'But we realise there is greater danger in trying, before 
we are allowed to create confidence by the existence of a body, to ride 
roughshod over the natural conservatism of our m o v e m e n t .W is e ly ,  
Bevin believed it was best not to enforce too rigid and precise a definition 
of what the TUC stood for but to allow the organisation to develop at its 
own pace. Nonetheless, the TUC's ability to act in a collective way on 
behalf of all its affiliate unions was always limited by circumstances. The 
internal difficulties in achieving cohesion often set a severe limit on the 
TUC's capacity to become a strong Estate of the Realm. When we assess 
the overall achievements of the TUC during the last century this point 
should never be forgotten. All the TUC general secretaries had to wrestle 
with that fundamental problem to varying degrees.

However, a less noticed limitation on the role of the TUC in the 
political economy stemmed from the British state's ambivalent attitude 
to trade unionism. In other European countries national trade union 
federations were drawn not only into public policy decision-making but 
also into shouldering some of the administrative burdens required in a 
modern state. In Sweden, for example, the trade union movement 
organised the unemployment insurance system and underpinned the 
practical administration of welfare benefit provision. In policy areas like 
the provision of old age pensions and payment of sickness benefits, trade 
unions in many European countries played a pivotal role. This did not 
happen in Britain during the twentieth century, although in their 
formative years most trade unions had been staunch enthusiasts of 
mutuality and self-help, of localised action in the development of civil 
societies. The unions had not campaigned for the creation of a large 
centralised collectivist state, fearing such a development would threaten 
their own autonomy and workplace voluntarism. In many western 
European societies trade union confederations built up robust and 
permanent organisational linkages with the state and employer bodies 
over a wide range of public policy issues. This was most apparent in the 
administration of industrial and vocational training and publicly funded 
active labour market programmes as well as in the development of more 
ambitious social dialogues or social pacts and macro-economic national 
policy coordination. It is true that during the Second World War and
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again in the 1960S; but more noticeably in the 1970s, the TUC came into 
tripartite structures of governance it advocated but it always seemed to 
be a tentative, contested and half-hearted process that never reached any 
satisfactory conclusion.

I he British state was as culpable as the TUC in not wanting to embrace 
wholeheartedly a European-style social partnership model, complete 
with rights and obligations for employers, unions and workers. But then 
neither governments nor trade unions really wanted to encourage an 
over-concentration of power and influence in centralised institutions. 
Both remained -  at least until the end of the 1990s -  keen to reinforce 
and widen but not dismantle or undermine forms of tripartite 
voluntarism that had grown up during wartime. In their attitude they 
were responding to the nature of the industrial relations system where 
unions traditionally defended their autonomy, their customs and 
practices from any outside threats posed by an intrusive state, hostile 
employers or a capricious legal system. As Professor Colin Crouch has 
argued, the shift that took place in the locus of collective bargaining 
from industry and sector-wide arrangements to enterprise or plant level 
which really began in the 1960s in the private sector had 'fewer 
implications for British than for many other unions, since they were 
rarely able to transcend this level during the period when most 
advantages seemed to lie with centralised unions capable of national 
coordination'.^'^

All of this may help to explain the genuine limitations on what the 
TUC could achieve as a potential Estate of the Realm. The reality always 
fell short of the aspirations. But it would be wrong as a result to adopt a 
cynical or world-weary attitude to the outcome. Within its self-imposed 
as well as substantial external restrictions the TUC was able to play a 
positive and distinguished role in the evolution of modern Britain. The 
Queen's sympathetic words about the TUC in London's Guildhall that 
June evening in 1968 are proof enough of this. In its principled 
pragmatism, the TUC in the twentieth century reflected all the strengths 
and weaknesses of the British Labour Movement, which was rarely able 
to set or accomplish its own public policy agenda without serious 
difficulties.

Сканирование и обработка В.В.Большаковой



1
Walter Citrine and TUC 
Modernisation, 1926-1939

We have passed from the era of propaganda to one of responsibility 
and the things that are said in this Congress cannot be said lightly and 
ought not to be said without mature thought.'

The primary function of the trade union movement is to get better 
conditions here and now ... Trade unionism should concentrate more 
upon trying to secure changes in capitalism which will elevate 
working-class standards.^

The modern TUC is very much the personal achievement of Walter 
McClennan Citrine. He was its general secretary from the aftermath of 
the General Strike in September 1926 to September 1946, just over a year 
after the end of the Second World War and the election of the first 
majority Labour government. Citrine was only 39 years of age when 
elected to head the TUC after the sudden death of Fred Bramley in 
October 1925. He was the youngest man ever to have held the post in it? 
history. Citrine became one of the most important figures in the 
formation of the mid-twentieth-century Labour Movement but his 
contribution has not received the acknowledgement it deserves. If he is 
remembered at all today, Citrine is seen as primarily an efficient admin­
istrator, who brought a badly needed order and coherence to the TUC's 
often disorganised activities. His filing system, introduced to organise 
TUC head office business in the 1920s, was to last for nearly 70 years. 
'Poor fellow, he suffers from files', the young Aneurin Bevan once 
sneered about Citrine.-^ His practical book on the ABC of chairmanship,
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published in 1939, still remains a useful, sensible guide on how to run a 
public meeting. 'It is Citrine on Chairmanship not Das Kapital, which is 
the standard text book for the lad anxious to better himself in the Labour 
party’, opined veteran political journalist Alan Watkins on the cover of 
its more recent edition.'* The voluminous annual TUC general council 
reports, often full of intimate details of meetings between TUC leaders 
and prime ministers that make a mockery of the 30-year rule on the 
prohibition of official documents to the public gaze, were very much 
due to Citrine's determination to ensure all affiliate unions were kept 
fully informed about the TUC's many activities. At a time when the 
managing of institutions, especially those inside the Labour Movement, 
was seen as a thankless and boring task best left to under-valued 
backroom clerical staff. Citrine demonstrated the importance of effective 
administration for the achievement of trade union success. Under his 
shrewd direction the TUC began to recruit and retain a highly intelligent 
and loyal cadre of committed enthusiasts -  many university graduates -  
to serve in its growing full-time secretariat. They were dedicated to the 
promotion of the labour interest through the creation of often informal 
networks of influence that grew up with many Whitehall departments 
beyond the confines of the Ministry of Labour. The impressive esprit de 
corps among staff, still to be found inside Congress House, derives from 
that tradition of high-minded excellence and dedication to public service 
which really first began with Citrine. It was his ambition to build up the 
TUC as a professional institution that could hold its own against senior 
civil servants and captains of industry in furthering the cause of trade 
unionism.

Citrine was certainly regarded as a different type of trade union leader 
in the 1920s compared to his predecessors at the TUC, perhaps above all 
because of his dedicated and ethical commitment to public service pro­
fessionalism. With his expertise in shorthand, he filled his notebooks 
with detail as a meticulous accumulator of facts. He 'has character, 
industry and intellect', admitted Beatrice Webb in her diary after Citrine 
paid her and Sidney Webb a visit at their Hampshire home in Liphook 
in July 1927. 'He is the first intellectual to be at the centre of the trade 
union movement.' She described him as having the manners, clothes 
and way of speaking of a 'superior bank clerk', adding he was 'a non- 
smoker, non-drinker, small slow eater, takes a daily cold bath, sleeps with 
his windows open -  altogether a hygienic puritan in his daily life'. 'He 
has the integrity and loyalty of the better type of British mechanic', she 
noted. Although Mrs Webb did not believe Citrine would 'become a 
hanger-on of the directors of capitalist industry', she feared he suffered
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from the weakness of 'personal vanity and the sort of conceit which 
arises from continuous association with uneducated and unself- 
controlled superiors'.^

But it would be quite wrong -  on the basis of such middle-class con­
descension -  to conclude that Citrine was merely a cold-blooded, 
tidy-m inded and m ethodical bureaucrat, slavishly dedicated to the 
protection of TUC rules and procedures. He was far more than just the 
Mr Polly of the TUC. Indeed, he turned out to be an insightful and 
idealistic philosopher of industrial relations, laying down with great 
clarity a strategic vision of what the TUC's role ought to be in a modern 
political econom y that has stood the test of time. Even before he became 
TUC general secretary. Citrine had dem onstrated he was capable not 
only of managing a large organisation but also of possessing a realistic 
grasp of com plex industrial and political issues. This had been evident 
during his time as the elected full-time district secretary of the Electrical 
Trades Union on Merseyside in October 1914 and more especially after 
he becam e the ETU's assistant general secretary in the summer of 1920, 
when he saved the union from the prospect of financial ruin, until his 
appointm ent as Fred Bramley's deputy in January 1924.® It was during 
those formative years that Citrine developed his fundam ental views 
about trade unionism  that were modified but not substantially changed 
during his lengthy period as TUC general secretary.

Citrine always remained, despite accusations of being an elitist, first 
and foremost a firm believer in the primacy of collective bargaining. 'I 
in finitely  preferred voluntary agreem ents to state regulations in the 
relations between employers and workpeople', he explained in his 
m em oirs. '1 found that the m en serving employers' associations were 
chaps much like myself and they knew that continuous strife was of no 
ultimate benefit to either side.'^ The way to avoid endless conflict was to 
establish mutual trust and respect between trade unions and employers 
'W e knew that ours was a continuing relationship and that if one 
snatched a temporary advantage by sharp practice the other would be 
sure to get his own back some time or other. We fought each other in 
negotiations but we never broke faith.'

Attending annual meetings of the Trades Union Congress immediately 
after the Great War of 1914-18  as one of the ETU's delegates, Citrine also 
gave some initial thought to what he envisaged should be the TUC's 
future. 'I felt it lacked authority and that the m ovement needed a central 
executive body which could act decisively on behalf of trade unionism 
as a whole', he suggested. 'I had not the slightest thought of superseding 
the TUC by any new creation but solely of widening its powers.' Citrine

22 The т и с



believed this m eant its evolution into becom ing 'a general staff for 
labour and by labour I m ean the trade unions'.** Bramley held the same 
view, rhe need to  balance or reconcile the  voluntary traditions of 
industrial relations with the call for giving greater delegated centralising 
power to  the TUC was a problem  that was to trouble Citrine during all 
his years as its general secretary.

But he was left in little doubt during the early 1920s about the 
difficulties that stood in the way o f strengthening the TUC's power and 
authority in relation to  its affiliate m em ber unions. The wave of union 
mergers w hich led to  the form ation  of the Transport and General 
Workers U nion in  1922 and the General and M unicipal Workers Union 
two years later was a factor in holding back the TUC's own growth as an 
effective representative voice of trade unionism  as a whole. The existence 
of such large general m anual unions w ith boundless am bitions to 
expand in a highly com petitive labour market tended to restrict some of 
the hopes held inside the TUC that it would be able expand its own role 
in the wider trade un ion  interest. W hen Citrine first started work as 
Bram ley's assistant on 20  Janu ary 1924  the TUC had recently gone 
through its m ost radical period o f reconstruction since its foundation in 
1868.^ The position o f TUC general secretary had been transformed from 
a part-tim e to  a perm anent, full-tim e job with the retirem ent of Charles 
Bowerman, w ho had been the TUC's secretary from 1911 to 1923 while 
rem aining a Labour M em ber o f Parliam ent throughout his years in 
office. The TUC also replaced its Parliamentary Committee with a general 
council. The new body was provided with the task of resolving inter­
union disputes, prom oting 'com m on action  by the trade union 
m ovem ent on general questions such as wages and hours of labour' and 
'any m atter o f general concern that may arise between employers and 
trade unions or betw een the trade union m ovem ent and the 
governm ent'. The general council was also empowered ‘to keep a watch 
on all industrial m ovem ents, and where possible, to  co-ordinate 
industrial action ', as well as 'assist any union which was attacked on any 
vital question o f trade union principle'. But some unions feared such an 
unequivocal com m itm ent m ight threaten their own freedom of action. 
A clause was added to  the description of the general council's authority, 
making it quite clear that its new powers were 'subject to the necessary 
safeguards to  secure the com plete autonom y of the unions and 
federations affiliated to  C o n g r e s s ' .A  system of functional com m ittees 
was also established along with a num ber of specialist departments. In 
addition, the TUC and the Labour Party agreed to coordinate their 
activities through the creation of a num ber of com m ittees and
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departments covering research, international affairs, legal matters and 
publicity which were administered under their joint control. A National 
Joint Council of Labour was founded covering the two bodies, but it 
proved to be less of a success. While the two organisations occupied the 
same premises in London's Eccleston Square and moved in with the 
I'GWU when Transport House was opened in May 1928, joint 
arrangements were often subject to mutual strain and criticism and led 
to occasional outbursts of mutual ill-feeling during the period of the first 
minority Labour government in 1924 when the TUC complained it not 
been consulted at all on anything of importance by Prime Minister 
Ramsay MacDonald.

In fact, from the moment of his arrival at TUC headquarters Citrine 
was keen to establish some distance for the organisation he worked for 
from the internal affairs of the Labour Party. At a dinner of the pariia- 
mentary Labour Party when still assistant secretary, he insisted that 'the 
necessity for a closer collaboration between the Labour party and the 
TUC' needed to be 'compatible with the different functions of each and 
our different memberships’. He told his audience of senior party leaders 
including MacDonald and Philip Snowden that the trade unions needed 
to work for all workers, irrespective of what their political opinions 
might be, and as a result they 'must have a different view on some 
questions from the Labour party and this applied to economic and social 
subjects well as politics'. It meant that the TUC, 'while affording every 
possible support to the party generally must occasionally express a 
different view. It must retain the right of independent political opinion 
and expression. 1 hoped it would never surrender that right.'

Citrine's outspoken comments at that Commons dinner were an early 
sign of his determination to strengthen the industrial wing of the Labour 
Movement and ensure it would never be subordinate to the demands of 
politicians, not even if they were supposed to be the TUC's allies in the 
same noble cause. Citrine was soon to realise that severe limits stood in 
the way of his ambitious objective of transforming the TUC into a 
national representative organisation for affiliate trade unions with power 
and authority over them to enforce collective decisions they made among 
themselves. In 1924 Bramley gave him the sensitive and thankless task of 
examining the possibility of a reform of trade union structures on 
industrial lines in response to a congress resolution that had called for 
this. The result was a highly detailed report written by Citrine himself foi 
presentation to the 1925 Congress. It might have displeased some senior 
union leaders but it demonstrated his realism as he spelt out the 
formidable nhstacles to the grandiose vision of British trade unionism
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then held by some on the left. Citrine did so through highlighting what 
he described as the 'defects' of existing trade union structures. He believed 
'sectionalism' between the unions was one of the most serious obstacles 
to the creation of TUC unity and he saw no evidence it would be easily 
eradicated. 'It will continue vigorously as long as the small unions seem 
to fulfil more effectively the most immediate interests of their members', 
he explained. 'Its removal is only possible by a clearer recognition of the 
mass interests of the working class. It is no use fulminating against 
sectionalism. It exists and may continue to exist for a long time.' Citrine 
also highlighted the weakness caused by the ceaseless competitive 
struggle being fought between the unions in the search for more members 
with its 'waste of effort, material and money'. Further weaknesses, 
perceived by Citrine, included the varied rates of union contributions 
and benefits and the job demarcation lines running through industries 
that provoked bitter, self-destructive and protracted inter-union disputes. 
But it was the lack of any policy coordination between the unions which 
Citrine believed was the greatest weakness of all. 'It is seldom that even 
a group of closely related unions can act decisively and promptly in time 
of necessity', he explained. 'Looked at from a critical standpoint the 
efforts of the trade union movement have been concentrated almost 
entirely upon its limited object of betterment of conditions.' If the unions 
were to establish a united front for the achievement of their more 
ambitious common objectives such as the control of industry or closer 
relations with the state, he believed they would have to eradicate the 
weaknesses highlighted in his memorandum.

In his incisive analysis of the bewildering diversity of class, industrial 
and occupational, federal, confederal and craft unionism. Citrine was 
conscious of the problems raised by such a complex structure that made 
the hope of establishing a more cohesive and centralised TUC look quite 
unrealistic. But his sobering memorandum also revealed what Citrine 
would really have ideally liked to have seen happen to make the TUC a 
much more dynamic and effective organisation. To a perhaps surprising 
degree, he revealed himself as something of an enthusiast for the 
romantic idea of one big union. Although never a revolutionary 
syndicalist in the tradition of the American Industrial Workers of the 
World (the Wobblies), he wrote positively of how such an approach 
would strengthen the forces of organised labour against employers and 
the state. As he explained of what he called class or general unionism:

All workers, irrespective of grade, craft or occupation, would be in one
all-embracing union. They would sink their craft and sectional
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prejudices and would aim at a single standard of conditions for all 
who toil. If we look at the mission of trade unionism as being that of 
functioning on behalf of the working class as a whole, it is certain that 
this is the most theoretically perfect type of organisation. The one big 
union would be by far the most comprehensive type of industrial 
organisation which could be devised. Such a union would have its 
central executive endowed with executive power corresponding to 
that of our national centralised trade unions. The executive would be 
representative of the various industrial groups in which the members 
were engaged. The work of the union would be departmentalised to 
conform to those industries and would be staffed by specialists with 
a knowledge of the work of their members. In its local or geographical 
relations, the one big union would have its branches in the various 
areas, each of which would be departmentalised in a similar manner 
to the national executive. Reaching down from the branches there 
would be a system of shop stewards representing each of the different 
types of workers and these would in turn be organised together into 
workshop committees.

In Citrine's opinion, it was the concept of 'class unionism' which would 
meet the demands for a new trade union structure that had been made 
by left-wing union leaders at the 1924 Hull Congress. 'It would reduce 
the number of unions to the lowest possible minimum', he explained.

It would be a power to secure control of industry and as an instrument 
against capitalism would function with a mighty force which no other 
type of organisation could exert. Sectionalism would be done away 
with. Competition for members would no longer exist. Demarcation 
conflicts would be at an end and coordination of policy would be 
realised in its most complete form.

But ever the realist. Citrine also went on to question whether such an 
idea of one big union, for all its superficial attractions, was realh 
practical politics in the industrial world of the 1920s.

The very magnitude of the idea makes its realisation difficult and it 
seems so far removed that one runs the risk of being called a visionary 
in seriously contemplating it. The task of its achievement would be 
enormous. It would mean nothing more or less than the complete 
amalgamation of all existing unions into one huge aggregation.
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He pointed out that the TUC was itself 'the nucleus of one big union’, 
structured in 17 separate trade groups and supervised by the general 
council. 'It could be developed until it became capable of functioning 
on behalf of the whole trade union movement', he suggested. Citrine 
visualised the existing trades councils being transformed under the 
TUC's authority into 'actively functioning bodies' in a relationship with 
the general council that was similar to that between district or 
management committees and affiliate unions. They in turn would be 
connected to shop stewards and workshop committees, which would 
have restricted functions 'to the consideration and settlement of 
domestic matters strictly limited to the factory, workshop or undertaking 
to which they are attached’. However, Citrine acknowledged that the 
trade union movement was still far removed from such a possibility, 
although he argued the one big union concept 'might usefully be borne 
in mind as the direction in which future efforts towards developing trade 
union organisation should be made’.

in the remorseless logic, clarity and maturity of his arguments, the 37- 
year-old assistant secretary laid bare the underlying weaknesses of the 
British trade union movement at that time, strong in its use of bellicose 
rhetoric but reluctant to recognise the industrial realities of its weak and 
uncoordinated structures that held it back from any decisive shift to 
greater forms of centralisation which would threaten union autonomy. 
'I knew then in 1925 that there would have to be a revolution in 
thinking before the executives of the trade unions would follow the 
course 1 outlined. They were intensely jealous of their autonomy and 
afraid of their authority being usurped', he reca lled .T h e  final report on 
trade union structure was not actually published by the TUC until 1927, 
but by then Citrine had accepted that little could be done in the way of 
fundamental modernisation on the lines he wanted in the face of a trade 
union structure shaped not by reason or common sense but by history, 
tradition, custom and competition.

The industrial crisis

In fact, Citrine was anxious about the immediate prospects for the trade 
unions in the summer of 1925. His pessimism was not shared by most 
union leaders in the aftermath of Red Friday on 31 July 1925. Many of 
them exulted over what they believed to be the proven strength of 
^ r̂ganised labour and the way the TUC’s threat of collective action in 
support of miners had forced Conservative Prime Minister Stanley 
■Baldwin and his cabinet to climb down in the coal crisis. Baldwin had
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announced the government would provide a nine-month-long subsidy 
for the industry and appointed former Liberal Home Secretary Sir Herbert 
Samuel to chair an independent commission with the thankless task of 
finding solutions to the problems of the coal industry. Citrine took a 
more sober view than many of his colleagues of what all this migh 
portend. 'We must not become inflated with any sense of victory', h(. 
warned in July 1925. 'Nothing would be more fatal than a false sense ot 
security and reliance on the silent might of the trade union movement.' 
As ever, Citrine was thinking ahead strategically. 'We must regard this 
struggle as nothing more than a skirmish of outposts. We were not 
tested. We have won a moral victory without bringing our guns into 
action.'’ '* Citrine sensed this was not going to be the end of the matter, 
that the government would feel compelled at some point to confront 
the TUC and the unions and call their bluff. The open way the cabinet 
prepared its contingency plans for the prospect of a general strike, with 
the formation of the Organisation for the Maintenance of Supplies, 
suggested ministers were not going to bow the knee to the TUC in tht 
future. Citrine also doubted whether rank and file trade unionists would 
really be willing to respond to a general strike call if doing so meant 
challenging the authority of a democratically elected government. As he 
explained in his July 1925 memorandum:

In time of strike on the narrow issue of resisting a reduction in wage: 
or an extension of hours, there would not be much trouble in securing 
the loyalty of the men. But if the issue was raised in a constitutional 
sense it might easily be that the law-abiding British trade unionist? 
would desert the organisation and rally to the standards of constitu 
tional authority. Against that there is always the feeling that working 
class people throughout history have tended to stick together in times 
of crisis, certainly until the position had become hopeless. But even 
with the greatest loyalty what authority is there to serve an orderly 
and national general strike? The general council has not that powei 
today. In apportioning the transport unions -  who incidentally 
cannot always be expected to be the storm troops of the movement -  
the council were wise in limiting the scope of the struggle.’^

As Citrine noted, it might be easy to win pledges of promised financial 
support from affiliate unions in solidarity with strikers in another union, 
but ensuring the money was actually handed over for that purpose wa' 
another matter. The executives of affiliate unions would simply not bf 
prepared to shoulder the responsibility for calling general strikes
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What we ought to do is surely to seek the greater concentration of 
power in the hands of somebody able to logically, intelligently and 
promptly use it. What is that body? The general council? Is it possible 
at one stride to get power vested in the general council to call a strike 
of the whole movement on a national issue? I am afraid not.

In a signed article published in Labour -  the TUC's own magazine -  in 
September 1925, Citrine wrote: 'Nothing could be more harmful and 
perhaps fatal than to engender a false sense of security and reliance on 
the latent might of the trade union movement.''^ He called on the 
unions to display a ‘calm consideration’ on how to develop an 'industrial 
strategy based on the principles of centralised power and united 
leadership'. Citrine was gloomily prophetic about the outcome of any 
further industrial conflict that dragged in the state. He suggested it was 
'almost inevitable that in any future dispute of considerable magnitude 
the government will at some point become involved. It may be that a 
capitalist government next time will show no inclination to evade the 
issue but will be prepared to force matters to a conclusion on grounds of 
their own choosing.' Citrine argued that the trade unions had forced the 
government to back down from a confrontation with them on Red 
Friday, mainly because of their own disciplined unity, public sympathy 
for the miners, as well as the TUC's determination not to allow the crisis 
to degenerate into a direct conflict with the powers of the state. But he 
added:

Our objective was a purely trade union one, legally and morally 
justifiable. We took every precaution to avoid being stampeded into 
a policy of violence. If the challenge of the movement could have 
been given the appearance of a denial of the government's right to 
govern and as the beginning of open war between society as at present 
constituted and the whole organised working class movement, a very 
serious situation might have arisen.

Citrine was convinced the trade unions would not be able to adopt 
similar tactics in the future with rank and file support unless the issues 
affected their daily lives and were 'a matter of vital interest to the whole 
working class'. 'We cannot be sure of their loyalty and unity in support 
of aims which it may be possible to attain by other paths -  by the bal' 
box and political action, instead of by direct industrial methods.'

Citrine was also concerned about the question of where ’ 
authority should lie in the trade union movement
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'general com bined action '. 'The TUC general council does not possess 
it', he w rote. 'N o single body or organ o f th e  trade un ion  m ovem ent 
possesses it.' By lim iting the threat o f industrial action  on Red Friday to 
the transport un ions, the general cou ncil had acted wisely, he 
m aintained. 'Had it been necessary to  call a general stoppage we should 
have realised where our weakness lies. M ainly in the fact that the general 
council, though it has been invested with extended powers, is not yet 
in a position to carry out o f itself even the expressed will and determ i­
nation  o f the u n ions.' The raising o f financial and other support as well 
as the responsibility for calling a strike was not concentrated in the TUC 
general cou ncil but diffused through u n ion  organisations. C itrine 
pointed out. 'M any -  perhaps a m ajority  -  even o f the union executive? 
could n ot constitu tionally  act w ithout the sanction  o f a ballot vote of 
their m em bers.' Such a cum bersom e, slow -m oving procedure would 
make it hard for all the unions to  coordinate their strategies w hen speed 
o f decision-m aking was the param ount consideration. But the alternative 
was for the unions to  delegate authority  to  call such strikes to  another 
body like the TUC general council. However, if this was to happen th t 
general cou ncil would have to  be entrusted w ith effective m eans to 
determ ine tactics and strategy.

In late 1925 C itrine believed th a t 'from  th e  w elter o f conflicting  
o p in ion s and ideas' a desire for such centralisation  was 'steadily 
em erging ', so th at 'in  tim e o f necessity ' th e  TUC would be able to 
'organise the unions to  fight as a single arm y'. 'The m arch of events is 
forcing a greater realisation of the mutual interdependence of all unions' 
declared Citrine as 'th e  large scale industrial dispute' replaced smaller, 
localised, sporadic strikes and lock-outs. He believed the m ining crisis 
would m erely be the 'forerunner o f other attacks to  com e'. 'It is logical, 
legitim ate and m orally ju stifiab le to  prepare for such eventualties', 
argued Citrine. But 'any attem pt to abuse the power of the m ovem ent or 
to  fight upon anything other than  a sim ple and easily understandable 
and strictly  industrial issue would be fraught w ith grave dangers o) 
disaster'.'^

The acting  general secretary m ade no attem pt to  hide his anxiety 
about th e  industrial outlook facing the trade un ion  m ovem ent in the 
w inter o f 1 9 2 5 -2 6 . In an interview w ith Herbert Tracey, the TUC's chief 
press officer, in Decem ber 1925, he m ay have seemed 'calm  and dispa>; 
sionate’, 'm ethodical with an orderly mind and a tidy work table', but 
C itrine was pessim istic about the consequences of a growing trend by 
workers towards 'centralised  mass action ' w ith solidarity 'n o  longer a 
sen tim en t but a basis o f p o licy '.’ ** T he exten sion  o f strikes to  cover
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workers n ot directly involved w ith th e  issue in dispute would, he 
believed, lead to  a nation-w ide industrial conflict and the state would 
not be able to abstain from  intervention because o f its responsibilities 
to the w ell-being o f society as a w hole. C itrine believed that in such cir­
cum stances the governm ent would be unable to  avoid allying with the 
em ployers as it sought to  m aintain  essential food supplies and m eet 
other com m unity  needs. 'The governm ent is forced to  engage in strike­
breaking or abdicate its functions as a governm ent'. C itrine adm itted as 
he predicted the country was 'm oving to  a total crisis in its econom ic 
affairs'. So what could th e  unions do about this? To that vital question 
he was unable to  provide any satisfactory answer. But his m ood at the 
tim e suggests he was reluctant and apprehensive about leading the TUC 
into  a con flict with the governm ent w hich he did n ot believe the trade 
unions could possibly win.

The candour o f C itrine 's argum ents indicates th a t he was trying to  
alert his general council colleagues to  the realities o f w hat was a highly 
volatile and unpredictable situation. The tim e for rhetorical posturing 
was com ing to  an end. U nions would have to  face th e  consequences of 
their ow n words. He believed no governm ent would tolerate any 
disruption o f essential food supplies. 'A general strike is a literal im pos­
sibility ', he concluded. C itrine revealed his gloom y thoughts in m ore 
detail in a m em orandum  he presented to  a jo in t m eeting of the TUC's 
special industrial com m ittee  and M iners' Federation leaders on  19 
February 1926. In public, he agonised over the 'problem  o f trade union 
leadership'. Citrine believed industry was m oving into  a new era of large- 
scale national strikes th at would replace small isolated stoppages. In an 
often  in ch oate  way th e  un ions were broadening their bargaining 
horizons beyond lim ited  sectional interests and recognising th at on  
working hours, wages and essential labour cond itions it was better to  
fight together than  individually. But Citrine was unconvinced  th at the 
trade u n ions were really prepared to  abandon their trad itions and 
practices and display th e  necessary practical co llective  solidarity to  
ensure success. The British trade un ion  m ovem ent had 'been built up to  
redress im m ediate econom ic in justices n ot to  change violently  and fun­
dam entally the social system in accordance with any abstract theory'. 
He insisted it would be through the 'hard school o f experience' that trade 
union m em bers would be 'brought to  a full realisation o f the necessity 
for establish ing th at form  o f organisation w hich will best enable the 
m ovem ent to  fu nction as a single effective unit'.

M oreover, C itrine insisted th at all his trade u n io n  life he had 
'steadfastly adhered to  th e  conviction  that the control o f policy must be
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vested absolutely and completely in the hands of the rank and file', and 
not by implication to a body like the TUC. The growth of national 
collective agreements since the end of the Great War was making such 
a commitment to worker participation over vital decisions more difficult 
to achieve and the need for centralised trade union authority ever more 
necessary. Citrine cast doubt on the sense of talking about a disciplined 
army of labour when trade unions first had to be accountable to their 
own members. The trade unions in times of crisis had not been endowed 
with the authority to make decisions on their own responsibility without 
recourse to securing rank and file approval. Citrine believed there was 
'no workable alternative to the concentration of power in the hands of 
comparatively few people if decisive and effective action was to be taken 
on a large scale in cases of urgent necessity'. But this also meant that 
effective mass action could only be sought when the trade union 
movement was 'fighting for the maintenance of essential principles'. As 
he explained:

Nothing would more surely lead to the disintegration of the 
movement than a reckless abuse of power and the responsibility 
which its possession must bring, is of itself a guarantee against 
precipitate or improper use of the might which the trade union 
movement is steadily building up. The traditions, temperament and 
the inherent commonsense of our movement will prevent anything 
like a dictatorship of officials. We need not fear the phantom of a 
bureaucracy. The need at the moment is for a movement to inculcate 
a thorough recognition by the workers of the class consciousness and 
confidence which the new strategy will entail and the sweeping away 
of the suspicion, jealousies, misunderstanding and resentments which 
the mischievous doctrine of 'don't trust your leaders' was calculated 
to foster.20

Such a realistic analysis from Citrine on the eve of the 1926 General 
Strike highlighted his conviction that the TUC would have to move 
forward carefully if it was to avoid a confrontation with the state which 
it could not possibly hope to win and which might lead to its 
humiliating defeat. The acting general secretary did not relish the 
prospect of having to lead the trade unions in such a perilous, high-risk 
direction. But Citrine was also aware that a national showdown between 
the forces of capital and labour was becoming inevitable. He wanted 
therefore to see the TUC at least make some contingency planning so it 
would not find itself out-manoeuvred by the government. Late in 1925
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he suggested that the executives of affiliate unions should make changes 
in their rulebooks so that they could at least, after consultation with the 
r u e  general council, call on their own members to participate in 
sympathy stoppages. 'I was out, by this process, to take the first step 
towards getting authority more centralised', he explained. '1 felt to take 
the power vested in the general council would be too great a step to take 
at one stride. It appeared to me, therefore, that if the executives 
themselves could be endowed with authority and trusting to the 
enthuasism of the moment in time of crisis, there would not be much 
doubt that they would cede in accordance with the general council's 
realities.'2' But Citrine's senior colleagues on the TUC's industrial 
committee 'refused point blank to entertain the suggestion’. Ben Tillett, 
veteran union leader and then chairman of the Transport and General 
Workers Union, even warned him that if he persisted with such an idea 
he would split the trade union movement from top to bottom.

It would be wrong, however, to suggest that Citrine was seeking to 
avoid a confrontation by advocating a strategic retreat. As he argued in 
a speech he made in Tottenham on 8 March 1926, the full text of which 
is contained inside his fascinating mining crisis diaries:

No matter how we may blank our eyes or try to conceal the facts 
from ourselves we are always up against the fact that at some point 
the forces of capital and labour must be arranged in opposite camps. 
As a consequence there must be the same phenomenon of a test of 
the relative strength of each side -  capital on the basis of production 
for profit, labour about to get as much as possible for the worker out 
of the capitalist system and by improving its own capacity for 
assistance, organising strongly to wrest from capital that surplus now 
known as profit.

('itrine sketched what he saw as the evolution of trade unionism since its 
mid-nineteenth-century position of 'defence not defiance’ through to 
1889 New Unionism and the emergence of solidarity strikes after 1911. 
'In my opinion our trade union movement has never given sufficient 
attention in recent years to finding its own direction', explained Citrine. 
‘There have been ideas partially articulated by people who did not 
understand what they would imply. As a consequence of that, coupled 
with the switching over of the industrial movement into political 
channels from 1900, there has scarcely been an industrial psychology at 
all.' He wanted the trade union movement to recognise that
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economic liberty must always condition political power. Unless you 
have an active, virile movement at the point of production, all your 
political power is valueless. 1 do not want to be interpreted as trying 
to preach the doctrine of anti-politics. I am not a fool, I hope, and as 
long as people are endowed with two hands they should use both and 
I am perfectly confident that without a strong political weapon, it 
would be impossible for Labour and the working class to fulfil its 
destiny and mission so easily as it could by the addition of political 
power. 1 am trying to preach the fundamental lesson that the trade 
union movement as such has become overshadowed by the 
importance of the political movement and the working class with a 
remarkable frailty has swung from side to side. I don't want the 
working class movement to swing away from political power to 
industrial power as it has done in the last few months. I prefer there 
should be a clearer recognition of the two different spheres.

The tangled story of the 1926 General Strike has been told many times.̂ -  ̂
What needs emphasising is Citrine's own personal role in the industrial 
crisis and how it strengthened his existing views about what the role of 
the TUC should be. In the heated and protracted discussions among 
members of the TUC general council he often appeared to play a 
subordinate role to that of the senior figures on the TUC general council 
like Jimmy Thomas, general secretary of the National Union of 
Railwaymen, Arthur Pugh from the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation 
and above all Ernest Bevin, the powerful general secretary of the nev\ 
giant Transport and General Workers Union. But Citrine was to provide 
a calm, rational, sensible and sobering influence in the course of what 
were highly emotional events. The unpublished extracts of his diaries 
suggest that the General Strike -  lasting eight days from midnight of 3 
May until 12.20 p.m. on 12 May 1926 -  was never really the congenial 
or stoical affair symbolised by football matches between strikers and the 
police. There was an underlying tension, a genuine fear of the possibility 
of the eruption of bloody conflict between trade unionists and the armed 
forces running through many of its pages. Citrine's earlier pessimistic 
realism was strengthened during the early days of the stoppage. As he 
wrote on 5 May;

I sit in the committee and wonder how it is all going to end. We art 
constantly reiterating our determination not to allow the strike to be 
directed into an attack on the constitution but while there is any 
suspicion of this it seems impossible for the government to capitulate
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Probably the usual British compromise will be arranged at the finish 
and whatever we may see in the form of temporary organisation to 
run services, we must remember that the loss the strike is causing can 
be measured in millions.^'*

After five days of the strike he noted: 'We can hold out for three or four 
weeks at the longest. 1 do not think it possible to continue longer than 
that. Even the most ardent advocates of the general strike have usually 
reasoned in terms of a few hours or a days' stoppage at the most.' 'Can 
we afford to risk complete defeat?', he wondered.

1 do not mean defeat in the sense of our movement never being able 
to recover but to risk the disintegration that may follow rapidly from 
a return to work in certain sections. The logical thing is to make the 
best conditions while our members are solid. We must retreat, if we 
have to retreat under compulsion, as an army and not as a rabble. At 
the same time we must not get too badly rattled merely because the 
government is talking big.

Perhaps, however, much to Citrine's surprise and that of his general 
council colleagues, little evidence was reported from around the country, 
at least up until 11 May, that those who had been called out on strike 
in the first wave by their unions were anxious for an early return to work 
if this meant deserting the miners. 'The men are as firm as a rock', he 
admitted. So why was the I'UC leadership growing increasingly 
apprehensive about the course of the dispute? 'I think it is because most 
of us know that no matter how determined our men are now, once the 
strike has reached its highest point and the maximum of members have 
been called out, a gradual decline in economic power must ensue', he 
wrote in his diary. 'Then we shall have dribblings back to work here and 
there and possibly large desertions.' On 11 May he noted; 'We have kept 
the destructive elements strongly under control so far but 1 am afraid 
that if there is any feeling of the miners being let down there will be 
strong passions afterwards.'2'’ By then, however, pressures for a 
settlement were growing more intense inside the TUC general council. 
Citrine quoted Thomas as saying: 'I have given you of my best. 1 feel 
there is no more service 1 can render. 1 feel it in my bones because 1 
know much more than others know. But having felt that my only effort 
has failed, 1 repeat to you that 1 can make no further contribution.'^*’ 
The calling off of the national strike required an inevitable but unsatis­
factory climbdown by the TUC general council. In return for
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abandoning its action the TUC won no assurances at all from the 
government that it would respond in a positive way to Samuel's report 
recommending an immediate pay cut for the miners coupled with talks 
to restructure the coal industry. Citrine reflected bitterly in his diary on 
the cabinet he and general council leaders faced at 10 Downing Street 
on the morning of 12 May.

I looked at them with mixed feelings -  bitterness -  when 1 reflected 
one of them at least would have butchered our people without 
compunction on any pretext which offered. I thought to myself what 
an anomaly it is that there should be such a thing as a governing 
class. 1 comforted myself with the reflection that some day that would 
be altered.^^

Such private thoughts -  not even published in his memoirs -  reveal the 
depths of genuine anger aroused as a result of the General Strike in a 
man who was normally criticised by the left for being too rational and 
not emotional enough.

'We have had our general strike. Imperfect as it has been, mechanically 
and in the evolution of policy, it has been the most magnificent effort 
of rank and file solidarity, that the British movement has ever displayed', 
wrote Citrine.2® But he added: 'Never again will the Congress undertake 
the custodianship of any movement without the clear, specific and 
unalterable understanding that the general council, and the general 
council alone, shall have the free untrammelled right to determine 
policy.' 'The outstanding lesson of the general strike of 1926 is that 
authority must be invested exclusively and entirely in the directing 
body', he added. In unpublished extracts of his diary Citrine expressed 
his contempt for the behaviour of Arthur Cook, the Miners' Federation 
general secretary, 'hasty in judgement and full of selfishness', 'inflated 
with a sense of his own importance although he never loses sight of his 
humble origin and e q u ip m e n t '.B y  contrast he expressed his 
admiration for the stubborn but authentic and tragic resistance of 
Herbert Smith, the federation's blunt-speaking president. His views of 
Bevin were not all complimentary either. As Citrine recalled, Bevin 'did 
not like to suggest it but could anyone doubt that with his unrivalled 
experience of strikes and the fact that nature had endowed him with a 
constructive brain, the Deity had specially ordained him to run the first 
general strike in Great Britain'.^®

Citrine's earlier analysis of the obstacles to effective trade union unity 
was confirmed by the outcome of the General Strike. The TUC 'is a loosi



aggregation of members held together only by a perception of an 
identity of interest in some principal matters', he concluded. 'Just what 
makes up that identity of interest is far too complex to analyse here -  
trade rivalry, craft identity, demarcation difficulties, individual union 
disputes, the temperaments and motives of individual men -  all cause 
differences just as they do in any large human organisation.'^’ But he 
also pointed in the privacy of his diary to another enduring lesson the 
TUC learned from the experience of the General Strike. 'The worst thing 
about this dispute and possibly about all of these large disputes in my 
view is the implication that class bitterness and class hatred are essential 
to trade u n io n s .C it r in e  believed that whatever the outcome, the 
miners who remained locked out and in dispute would have to 'learn to 
face the facts'. 'We cannot expect to build up our movement if opinion 
is to be enslaved by the yells of the mob. If we do, then goodbye to the 
Labour Movement as an enduring moral and ethical factor', he admitted.

'I did not regard the general strike as a failure'. Citrine claimed 30 years 
later in his memoirs. 'Nor do 1 today. It is true it was ill-prepared and 
that it had been called off without any consultation with the unions 
who took part in it.'^  ̂But 'the fact is the theory of the general strike had 
never been thought out', he admitted.

The machinery of the trade unions was unfortunately not adapted to 
it. Their rules had to be broken to give power to the general council to 
declare the strike. However illogical it may seem for me to say so, it was 
never aimed against the state as a challenge to the constitution. It was 
a protest against the degradation of the standards of life of millions of 
good trade unionists. It was a sympathetic strike on a national scale.

And he added:

The general strike was an abnormality outside the provision of trade 
union rules or even British trade union conceptions It has been used 
on the continent of Europe before and since but always with a limited 
objective, albeit sometimes an entirely political one. No general strike 
could ever function without adequate local organisation and the trade 
unions were not ready to devolve such necessary powers on the only 
local agents which the TUC has -  the trades councils.

The new direction

• he experience of the General Strike and its aftermath strengthened 
Citrine's conviction on the way the TUC needed to evolve as a national
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institution. It confirmed his doubts about the use of coordinated 
industrial action as a weapon in any wider dispute that might involve a 
confrontation with an elected government. But the events of 1926 also 
strengthened Citrine's belief that the TUC needed to move in 'a new 
direction' that would transform itself into a necessary and respected 
body in public policy-making both in relation to employer associations 
and if possible the state. Citrine wanted a modernisation programme 
aimed at ensuring the TUC was ‘indispensable to the affiliated unions; 
to establish a leadership which they would be willing to follow and to 
demonstrate the capacity of the General Council was ready to act as the 
general staff that most progressive trade unionists w a n te d '.T h e s e  
objectives were to be reinforced by a clear-sighted determination to set 
the trade union movement 'exert its influence in an ever-widening 
sphere and not be contained within the traditional walls of trade union 
policy'. As Citrine explained in his memoirs as he began to establish ь 
grip on the TUC's policy agenda in the aftermath of the General Strike:

Events were moving fast and the widely held belief in the impending 
collapse of capitalism would not suffice. We must try to expand the 
activities of the TUC until we could establish an efficient system 
whereby the TUC would be regularly and naturally consulted by 
whatever government was in power on any subject of direct concern 
to the unions.

Citrine acknowledged that he could not proclaim such a strategy 'from 
the housetops’ because he knew it would meet with stiff resistance from 
many TUC-affiliated unions, who wanted to protect their autonomy 
from any further moves to centralisation. 'There is an innate 
conservatism and individualism in the trade union movement, just as 
there is in other sections of British life', he explained. 'The central bodie' 
of employers, just like the TUC, while always ready to guide and 
influence the affairs of their constituent bodies, carefully avoid bringing 
too much pressure and studiously refrain from interference in theii 
members' domestic affairs.H ow ever, after 1926 Citrine pressed ahead 
on the 'assumption that these were already features' of accepted TU( 
policy and that it was necessary to 'prosecute them steadfastly not 
noisily'. The need for greater professional competence in the TUC'^ 
administration was not to be an end in itself but a necessary means for 
ensuring affiliate unions would allow the TUC to act collectively on their 
behalf over what he hoped would be a widening public policy agenda
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'I am not so egotistical as to assume that my promotion to this 
position [of general secretary] is due to any superlative personal merit of 
my own', Citrine told the 1926 Congress as he accepted the position of 
general secretary.^^ 'Long ago the trade union movement so far as 
organisation is concerned passed the point when the individual is all 
paramount. 1 have realised that and have attempted to apply the lessons 
which it brings. We are all creatures of a fate to a much greater extent 
than we know.' Such self-effacement helped partly to disguise his 
ultimate and ambitious intentions for the TUC. However, Citrine was 
shrewd enough to realise he would have to move with care and 
sensitivity if he intended to make sure the TUC general council could 
grow in collective stature and authority over affiliate unions. But at no 
stage was he prepared to risk a public confrontation with union leaders 
over such a fundamental issue. '1 tried steadily to take the initiative in 
all those questions of general policy which were of common interest', 
he admitted. What Citrine would really have liked to have created was 
a strong and dominant TUC which could act as an effective counter­
vailing influence to the Confederation of Employers' Organisations and 
the Federation of British Industry. As he admitted in his memoirs, the 
real problem was not trade union structure but power -  'the power to 
act on policy issues in a cohesive manner'. 'This could be done only by 
a central body representing all the unions', he explained.

People who thought like myself had for years been talking about a 
general council for labour. 'All power to the general council' they 
declared. Such slogans seemed not only eminently desirable but just 
plain common sense. Alas! We did not realise how conservative a 
force the trade union movement could be in relation to its own 
affairs. Our unions could draft plans in the course of a few sessions to 
put the whole world right. But the general council had to be 
extremely careful not to try to press them into making internal 
changes they did not care for. We had to carry the unions with us 
and retain their good will.^^

Over the next 13 years from the General Strike to the outbreak of the 
Second World War, Citrine sought to modernise the TUC in a single- 
minded attempt to turn the organisation into an indispensable Estate of 
the Realm, the sole representative collective voice of organised labour in 
its relations with governments and national employer associations. In 
his ambitious strategy, he worked effectively in harness with Bevin
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although both men's strong personalities were hardly compatible. As 
Bevin's biographer, Alan Bullock, explained:

On every big issue they had been in agreement and their combination 
of talents in pushing a policy through the TUC was invincible. Their 
gifts were unusually complementary: Citrine lucid and methodical, 
drawing upon his famous note-books for the facts, Bevin ranging and 
impressionistic, throwing out ideas; the one a master of exposition, 
the other of conviction and imagination.^*

It was true, as Bullock explained, that the two men agreed on the big 
issues without any need for them to arrange any preconceived planning 
on a common strategy. Somehow they found a way of working together 
for the greater good of the TUC despite their obvious personal and 
mutual antipathies. In Bullock's phrase, it was 'one of the most successful 
involuntary partnerships in modern politics'. But it is also clear that 
Citrine could also usually count on the support of a number of other 
substantial trade union leaders on the general council, notably Charles 
Duke and Arthur Hayday from the General and Municipal Workers 
Union and Arthur Pugh of the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation.

The political atmosphere in the immediate aftermath of the General 
Strike hardly seemed conducive to the emergence of the kind of dost 
and constructive relationship between the state and the TUC that Citrine 
sought as his long-term objective. Whatever his private feelings might 
have been about healing the wounds, Baldwin proceeded to introduce 
highly restrictive anti-union legislation in the shape of the 1927 Tradt 
Disputes and Trade Unions Act, which was even opposed by Arthur Steel- 
Maitland, his Minister of Labour. This petty and punitive measure 
banned civil service trade unions from belonging to the TUC. It also 
changed the procedure of contracting-out to contracting-in for a union 
member's payment of the political levy in a move designed to hit Labour 
Party finances. In addition, the measure outlawed any form of solidarity 
actions or strikes that were 'designed or calculated to coerce the 
government, either directly or indirectly by inflicting hardship on the 
community'. The legislation also limited the use of picketing in 
industrial d is p u te s .I t  was no consolation to Citrine and his TU( 
colleagues to know Baldwin's cabinet were divided over what it should 
do and might have passed an even more draconian measure to avenge 
the General Strike if hawkish ministers had had their way.

The TUC and the Labour Party formed a joint action committee to 
oppose the 1927 Act. Citrine questioned openly whether Baldwin
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approved his own government's Bill. 'There is a general feeling abroad 
that the government has been rushed into this mad act by the extreme 
element in the cabinet -  the damn the consequences brigade. Mr 
Baldwin is obviously not comfortable about the position', he argued. 
'The plain truth is that the government's Bill is a smoke screen behind 
which a gas attack on the workers has been prepared. The Bill is not a 
product of statesmanship -  it is a nightmare of men who have 
abandoned reason. It has been rushed forward not to meet a national 
emergency but as part of the preparations for the coming struggle at the 
polls."**’ Citrine suggested the measure could 'have no permanent place 
on the statute book for it is not an expression of the people's will, it is 
un English in character; it was conceived and is being forced through the 
House in a spirit alien to that which must guide our Parliament if it is to 
live'.

Citrine's intemperate language did not suggest he was in the mood to 
become the articulate advocate of a managed corporatism between the 
state and the TUC in 1927. In a later bulletin he spoke in a way that 
belied the left-wing picture of a grey functionary in search of industrial 
consensus. As Citrine asserted:

People run away with the idea that the English Tories' idea of fright­
fulness is after all a mild one. They have not openly murdered workers, 
or set fire to their houses or bombed their villages. These things are 
only done abroad. That is because in England the governing class can 
get what they want without crude violence of that sort. They are more 
subtle. They can speak words to cover unfair acts. They can offer prizes 
while they take liberties. They can talk of conciliation while they are 
busy reducing wages."”

It is true that the 1927 Act turned out in practice to be much less 
oppressive to the trade unions than they had initially feared, but it was 
to remain a constant source of irritation to the TUC until its eventual 
repeal by the Labour government in 1946. Even during the Second 
World War Churchill was not prepared to accede to the demand that 
the measure should either be shelved or repealed despite persistent TUC 
lobbying. The Act was always regarded by the TUC as a vindictive use of 
state power against the interests of organised labour. For nearly 20 years 
it was a festering symbol of the estranged relations that continued to 
exist between the TUC and the government no matter what obvious 
improvement there was to be during the 1930s.
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Despite such hostile legislation, however, Citrine was determined to 
promote a more conciliatory form of trade unionism after 1926 within 
the voluntarist framework of the British system of industrial relations. He 
believed the General Strike had put an end once and for all to any 
romantic yearnings about the efficacy of direct action that might have 
lingered on inside the TUC as a syndicalist alternative to the use of par­
liamentary lobbying and application of political pressure on 
governments. In the relatively calmer atmosphere of the late 1920s 
Citrine argued that it made sense to try and make 'the worker’s organi­
sations an integral part of the economic machinery of society’; 'to allow 
them to be used as instruments of social upheaval will be fatal to our 
hopes of ordered progress’, he b e l ie v e d .In  Citrine’s opinion, the 
moment was ripe for the promotion of his own ideas in the expectation 
he would receive willing support for them not just from most affiliate 
unions but progressive employers and perhaps eventually even a pater­
nalistic state that Baldwin claimed he wanted to establish.

For the first time in its history, the TUC had a man as general secretary 
who was keen to adopt a more active and far-sighted strategy that would 
assist the trade unions in abandoning their normally reactive and 
defensive role and demonstrate their relevance as willing partners in a 
process of industrial rationalisation through cooperation with 
employers. Citrine first spelt out what he had in mind by New Unionism 
in a signed article, published in the Manchester Guardian in November 
1 9 2 7 . He believed trade unionism had 'reached the end of a definite 
stage in its evolution’. It had established 'a virtually unchallenged 
control of the organised power of the workers’. Trade unionism had 
'attained a position of great authority’. 'It has become a power in the 
land with a growing consciousness of purpose to which increased 
responsibilities and obligations cannot fail to be attached’, explaineo 
Citrine. The next stage in trade unionism’s evolution now depended 
'upon a general recognition of the changes taking place in industry and 
of the part which the workers' organisations were qualified to play in 
the promotion of efficiency, economy and scientific development in the 
productive system’.

Citrine tried to reassure any doubting trade unions that the new 
direction he envisaged for the TUC would involve no break with past 
practice. 'It is a travesty of industrial history to represent the unions as 
carrying on an incessant conflict with employers with the object of 
making the present system unworkable’, he pointed out. It was 'almost 
entirely due to the unions that joint consultation and negotiation had 
been established across most industries and trades to settle industria'
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disputes'. Citrine argued that the main purpose of trade unions in the 
past had been to get the best out of the existing system for their 
members, to defend workers' living standards against employer attacks, 
to improve those standards wherever possible and to meet 'the 
dictatorship of irresponsible capitalist groups by the organisation of 
social and economic power among the workers'. Up until the 1920s, 
Citrine explained, trade unions had pursued very much a hand-to- 
mouth policy, responding to events without any clear and 
comprehensive plan in mind. But now there was a 'steady growth of 
conscious purpose among the unions and an equally marked tendency 
towards the concentration of authority in the hands of a central body 
representative of the whole organised movement'.

Citrine believed this development could be seen in the growing 
powers that were being provided to the TUC by its affiliate unions 'not 
only to intervene in industrial disputes in which some vital question of 
principle affecting the unions as a whole is involved but also 
empowering the general council to undertake negotiations on general 
basic principles and to coordinate the policy of the unions on general 
questions'. 'Vested with these powers, it is clearly within the province of 
the general council to formulate its ideas in a concrete and practical form 
for the guidance of the organised movement in the immediate future', 
he argued.

But Citrine did not envisage greater power being provided for the TUC 
simply as an administrative means for imposing a more centralised 
authority over the way trade unions behaved. He argued that what he 
had in mind was a more far-reaching industrial objective for the trade 
unions. He believed they should 'actively participate in a concerted effort 
to raise industry to its highest efficiency by developing the most 
scientific methods of production, eliminating waste and harmful 
restrictions, removing causes of friction and avoidable conflict and 
promoting the largest possible output so as to provide a rising standard 
of life and continuously improving conditions of employment'. Citrine 
wanted trade unions to become positive partners with employers in their 
plans for industrial change. He reasoned it would be unthinkable if trade 
unions were obstructive or took a merely negative attitude, because they 
could not prevent the profound changes going on in the organisation 
and control of industry and would effectively silence themselves in 
claiming a share in the responsibility of guiding developments.

'The way to a new industrial order is not by way of a social explosion 
but by a planned reconstruction in which the unions will assume a larger 
share of control in directing industrial changes', reasoned Citrine. He
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pointed to the vast changes taking place 'in technology, in management 
methods, in the enlargement in the scale of production, finance and 
organisation as well as the growth of scientific research, psychological 
investigation and enlightened common sense that were being applied 
to work out the principles of a more efficient, economical and humane 
system of production'. This was summed up by the term 'the rationali­
sation of industry', which he claimed was spreading rapidly in highly 
industrialised communities. 'Standardised products, simplified processes, 
scientific planning of workshops, labour-saving machinery, improved 
management techniques' were to be rationalisation's guiding principles.

The sheer scale of Citrine's ambitions for the trade unions appeared to 
herald a radical breach with past TUC practice. But ever the practical 
man of action. Citrine sought to translate his trade union objectives into 
reality through the development of a voluntary, practical dialogue with 
employers. The initiative for such a move was taken at the 1927 Trade; 
Union Congress. On that occasion George Hicks, general secretary of the 
Amalgamated Union of Building Trade Workers, agreed with Citrine tr 
use the opportunity provided by his TUC presidential address to call foj 
the establishment of an 'industrial peace' through joint consultation 
between the TUC and representative employer organisations which he 
hoped could lead to cooperation in 'a common endeavour to improve 
the efficiency of industry and raise the workers' standards of life'.'*'* 
Citrine was mainly responsible for the drafting of that part of Hicks’s 
conciliatory speech. Unfortunately it brought an immediate but negative 
response from the National Confederation of Employers' Organisations 
and the Federation of British Industry who saw no good reason why they 
should want to seek a closer understanding with the TUC after its defeat 
in the General Strike.

However, on 23 November 1927 a more positive employer reaction 
came in a letter to the TUC general council from 24 senior industrialists 
led by Sir Alfred Mond (later Lord Melchett), chairman of Imperial 
Chemical Industries. He proposed that an industrial conference should 
be held with the TUC to discuss issues of industrial reorganisation anc' 
industrial relations. Despite predictable opposition to such an offer from 
the Communist Party and Arthur Cook, the Mineworkers' Federation 
general secretary, the TUC general council accepted Mond's persona) 
invitation for such a meeting. The first joint session was held on 12 
January 1928 at Burlington House in London. Mond headed the 
employer delegation while Ben Turner, general secretary of the National 
Union of Textile Workers, led the TUC contingent as that year's TU( 
president. Citrine made it clear from the outset of what came to be
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known as the Mond-Turner talks that 'he believed it was possible to 
achieve a higher standard of living even under the present system 
without prejudice to their conception of the future system of industry. 
There must be no thought of excluding any topic whatever from 
discussion that the workers' side thought relevant. There might 
ultimately evolve from this conference an organisation which could 
speak for the whole of industry."*-^ He added:

I am one of those people who have talked in my time as vehemently 
and indignantly about the evils of capitalism as anyone who has stood 
on Labour platforms but 1 recognise that a time must come in the 
history of the industrial movement of this country when it tries to 
translate into practical achievement some of the shibboleths and 
slogans it has uttered from Labour platforms... 1 can see no joy to the 
workers of this country in an early collapse of the capitalist system.

Citrine believed the Mond-Turner talks could mark a turning point in 
relations between the TUC and employer associations. If progress was 
not made, then the dangers of the unions moving leftwards into a con­
frontation strategy would become more likely. A substantial majority of 
the TUC general council was not disheartened by the lack of any tangible 
progress after their first meeting with Mond and his colleagues and they 
agreed by 18 votes to 6 against to continue with their discussions. An 
attempt by the TUC left to question Mond’s good faith because of his 
alleged sympathy for Mussolini's Fascist regime in Italy, failed to 
persuade Citrine and his colleagues to abandon the talks.

The TUC general council pointed out that the list of items on the 
agenda of the joint talks were 'the things the trade union movement had 
been claiming for years to have some voice in but for years that right 
had been denied'."*^ A policy document was presented to the 1928 
Congress by the general council, calling for the establishment of a full- 
scale Industrial Conference. Among its recommendations were a call for 
the establishment of a national industrial council made up of TUC rep­
resentatives and the two national employer associations which was to 
meet quarterly to discuss industrial issues. Joint conciliation boards were 
also favoured to resolve disputes at industry level. But the first practical 
aim of the Mond-Turner talks sought to secure employer recognition for 
trade unions based on the principle that those who participated in 
production should also participate in the prosperity of industry. The 
planned agenda was to cover a range of issues of concern to the trade 
unions. These also consisted of collective bargaining, security of
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employment, the raising of the status of the industrial worker, moves to 
prevent the victimisation of workers, legal regulation of working hours, 
the formation of works councils, the provision of company information 
to workers, an investigation into the potential causes of disputes, the 
extension of the function of industrial courts, more factory legislation, 
improved health and unemployment insurance, provision of machinery 
to enable workers to make suggestions and constructively criticise 
employers.

Other areas for possible joint action were to cover unemployment, the 
distribution of the proceeds of commodities and services with a 'high 
wages policy', consideration of plans for participation in industry, 
payment by results and minimum wage principles as well as the 
organisation, technique and control of industry. It was also proposed to 
cover industrial rationalisation -  restructuring to improve efficiency, 
flexibility, elasticity and testing of experimental conditions, the effect of 
unnecessary internal competition, sheltered industries and distribution. 
Financial issues were to be covered, including the future of banking and 
credit, taxation and local rates and the financing of industry. In addition, 
institutional questions were to be placed on the agenda such as the 
possible creation of a national industrial council and a permanent 
standing committee to meet for regular consultation on matters affecting 
industry, the coordination of presentation and if necessary the provision 
of further machinery for continuous investigation into industrial 
conditions. International questions were not to be neglected either, such 
as the problem of competition with countries with lower labour 
standards, the future of trade agreements and labour conventions.

In its report to the 1928 Congress the TUC general council pointed 
out the trade unions faced three clear strategic options. One was to adopt 
a revolutionary strategy to break the capitalist system. But the report 
added that this had been 'decisively rejected as futile, certain to fail, and 
sure to lead to bloodshed and misery'. A second option was to stand aside 
and do nothing, telling employers to get on with their own job while 
the unions pursued their sectionalist aims for improvements. 'The 
objections to this course are that it is entirely inconsistent with the 
modern demand for a completely altered status of the workers in 
industry, a confession of failure for unions to say they are going to take 
no hand in the momentous changes that are taking place in the 
economic life of the nation’, argued the Citrine-inspired document.'*^

The TUC favoured what it called 'the third option'. This aimed tc 
provide the organisation with 'a voice as to the way industry is carried 
on, so that it can influence the new developments that are taking place
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-  the unions can use their power to promote and guide the scientific 
reorganisation of industry as well as to obtain material advantages from 
that reorganisation’.'**̂  Citrine fought hard to convince the delegates that 
they had nothing to fear from conversations between the I'UC and 
Mond and his business allies. He described the joint document they had 
issued as 'a logical, common sense, sequential step in the development 
of trade unionism', although it would not achieve the millennium. 
Citrine claimed what the TUC was doing was consistent with interna­
tional trade union developments. As he argued: ‘World trade unionism 
stands at the present time for the voice of the worker in the administra­
tion and control of industry, to be heard in the councils of the 
employers.' But he added: '1 say emphatically to talk about exercising 
control of industry without meeting the employers to discuss that 
control, is a figment of the imagination. We cannot await the advent of 
the breakdown of capitalism before we start marching towards control.' 
Citrine faced some stiff criticism for his arguments, particularly from 
James Brownlie, president of the AEU engineering union, who accused 
the TUC general council of going beyond its remit over the 
Mond-Turner talks. He wanted to amend their report by postponing a 
decisive decision on approving it until affiliated union executives had 
determined what they should do. Brownlie was supported by his AEU 
colleague Swales and even Hicks who appeared to have dropped his 
earlier enthusiasm for the initiative of joint discussions. Outright 
resistance came from Cook and A. G. Tomkins from the Communist- 
dominated Furnishing Trades Association. But Bevin and Thomas both 
strongly backed Citrine's stand. The AEU's proposed amendment was 
defeated with 2,921,000 against and 768,000 in favour.

In the aftermath of the 1928 Congress, further meetings were held 
between the TUC's industrial committee, now chaired by Tillett, and 
Lord Melchett's employer group on the subject of unemployment. A 
joint committee was established to examine the facts. This was followed 
by a joint conference between the two sides held on 12 March 1929 to 
finalise a joint statement on unemployment. However, the 
Mond-Turner talks -  begun with some hope of a new approach -  were 
eventually to founder in the face of employer indifference and intransi­
gence. Allan Smith, chairman of the Engineering Employers Federation, 
led a rearguard action as both the main employer bodies refused to take 
a positive view of such discussions. Citrine’s hopes of 1927 gradually 
ebbed away.

Citrine recognised that a serious problem for the TUC's efforts lay in 
the lack of any coherent and powerfully centralised employer association
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to which the TUC was able to respond in an effective manner. As he 
noted in January 1928:

It clearly looks to me as if it will be necessary ... that an organisation 
must be created on the side of the employers to which firms will 
receive their authority as they proceed ... There is no body on the 
employers' side able to speak authoritatively on behalf of the whole of 
industry ... We have to create a joint body (between the TUC and 
employers) but we have to get the authority for the separate body. 
This may be a long job ... It may be, of course, that the body we form 
will be only a purely advisory or consultative one. Nothing we say will 
be in the position of binding the respective constituents. 1 am afraid 
that is the position which we will be faced with for a long time.'*^

However, the lack of much progress as a result of Mond-Turner did 
nothing to discourage Citrine away from his modernisation strategy. He 
would have liked to see the acquisition of greater centralising powers 
over its affiliate unions. 'My own view is that the proper course for the 
TUC to pursue, while all the time trying to foster the idea of closer 
association and amalgamation as it is doing today, is gradually to absorb 
function after function of the unions which the unions have hitherto 
exercised imperfectly or not at all but which are nevertheless common 
to all the unions.'^** He went on: 'If trade unionism is evolving and 
widening its scope, it follows that new functions will appear and it is the 
bounden duty of some central body such as the TUC to take over those 
functions and perform them for the unions, leaving the unions to 
pursue their traditional functions and those which they are best 
qualified to peform.'

Citrine continued to envisage an increasingly influential role for the 
TUC in the life of the modern state. He believed the TUC needed tc 
establish a distinctive role for itself in the political economy beyond its 
close relationship with the Labour Party. 'We must get away from the 
idea that the Labour party is an alternative to trade unionism', he 
reasoned.

It is evidence of muddled thinking and is simply silly. 1 have heara 
speakers urge, before the election, that all that is necessary is to give 
a vote to the Labour party. What is the effect of this on people’s 
minds? Why should a man pay about Is a  week to a trade union if he 
can secure his emancipation by the easy means of placing a cross or 
a ballot paper every few years? The Labour party is not an alternative
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to trade unionism. It has its own functions and is a valuable asset to 
us. The TUC, whether there is a Labour government in office or not, 
will pursue its legislative function. It will be bound to regard any 
government in office as a body to whom proposals have to be 
submitted by the trade union movement.^’

Citrine's vision of effective and responsible trade unionism required the 
creation of a professional full-time staff to service the TUC's own 
organisation. In 1924 its head office still had a staff of only 14; by 1930 
its number had been increased to nearly 40. He accepted that the general 
council could not

hope in present circumstances for years to rival the efficiency, 
adequate staffing and the elaborate arrangements made for dealing 
with the employers' business. When I was told the Federation of 
British Industries employed over 200 people in its office, 1 confess 1 
did look forward to the day when this Congress might do the same 
thing and the Congress might be undertaking duties for the unions 
which would justify the employment of that number of people but 
those days are a long way off.-̂ ^

Professor Hugh Clegg described Citrine's approach as 'elitist' in contrast 
to nineteenth-century trade unions who had 'relied on the solidarity of 
the members to regulate industrial re la t io n s '.U n d e r  Citrine the 
emphasis was focused on the skills of negotiation and those who 
believed that such a strategy was best carried out by full-time officials 
and union executive members. The spread of bureaucracy, the greater 
centralisation of power in the unions and the move to national industry- 
based collective agreements -  all intensified the pressure for following 
the Citrine version of modernisation. Unfortunately for the TUC, in the 
last years of the 1920s cooperation with companies had not turned out 
to be a successful option because of the negativism and indifference 
displayed by employer associations. But this did not stop the increased 
competence of the TUC office to develop its activities.

However, there was another strategy raised by the TUC after 1926, 
which was to have perhaps more long-lasting significance. Citrine was 
determined to carve out an autonomous and accepted role for the TUC 
in the wider political economy, whatever the attitude of the Labour Party 
might be towards it. In an important memorandum written in June 
1927, Walter Milne-Bailey, head of the TUC's new research and 
economic department, spelt out what this would mean in practice. The
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т и с  was to have its own coherent and decisive public policy strategy 
quite separate and distinctive from that of the rest of the Labour 
Movement. As Milne-Bailey argued:

It has appeared to outsiders that the unions first set the political 
movement on foot in order to assist industrial methods in achieving 
industrial objectives but that political aims and in particular socialism 
have become more and more important until at length they have 
swallowed their progenitor and now completely rule the working class 
movement, its philosophy and its methods. This view is silly -  for the 
unions have gone on negotiating and otherwise taking an active part 
in the day-to-day problems and administration of the industrial 
process.'^”*

While Citrine was trying to develop a more positive role for the TUC 
through cooperation with progressive employers and building up its 
capacity to deal with public policy issues, he was also determined to 
establish the organisation as a respectable and responsible body in the 
country's industrial life by the repudiation of any Communist- 
dominated left strategy or a return to the syndicalist tendencies of the 
early 1920s. Under his leadership the TUC set its face against political 
and industrial extremism. Citrine's hostile attitude was most apparent 
in his increasingly bitter opposition to the role he believed the 
Communist Party was playing inside industry and many trade unions. 
He was certainly assisted in his personal antipathy by the 'social Fascist' 
or 'class against class’ phase of Communist strategic thought as the 
Soviet Union moved more firmly under Stalin's iron grip after 1928 and 
compelled the British party to fall into line behind an aggressive strategy 
that denounced organisations like the TUC as the enemy of the working 
class. The virulence of Citrine's resistance to both the Minority 
Movement and Wal Hannington's National Unemployed Workers' 
Movement reflected a deep antagonism towards Communism that was 
to last throughout his public life. In a series of signed articles, published 
in 1927 and 1928 in Labour magazine. Citrine attacked what he described 
as 'the cancer of Communist influence' inside the trade unions. 'Trade 
unionists generally do not realise the extent to which a deliberately 
organised attempt has been made to capture the trade union movement 
and to exploit it for a revolutionary subversive purpose', he argued.'’  ̂
'The well-known tolerance and breadth of view concerning all creed; 
and forms of economic theory have made it slow to join issue with 
Communism.' But Citrine warned: 'We have seen our movement
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distracted and confused by savage criticism and weakened by a wholly 
unwarrantable influence in our affairs.' However, as he asserted: T he 
knowledge that people who pay lip service to 100 per cent trade 
unionism and who shout loudly about the proletariat are little more 
than the worn and monotonous gramophone records of their master's 
voice from Moscow is preventing earnest trade unionists from being 
deceived by the forces of disruption.' Citrine's initiative was seen by him 
as a wake-up call to the trade unions to face up to the dangers of 
Communist subversion in their own organisations. In fact, his views 
were shared by most trade union leaders at that time who disliked the 
personal abuse being thrown on them by the Communists for their 
behaviour during the General Strike. At the 1927 Congress delegates 
voted overwhelmingly by 3,746,000 to only 148,000 against, to 
condemn Communist efforts to infiltrate the trade unions. They did so 
after listening to a characteristically clinical demolition of Communism 
in the unions from Citrine in which he identified the links between the 
Minority Movement and the Communist International and made it clear 
he would 'fight against anything which implies a duality of loyalty to 
the trade union movement'.-'’® In the following year some left-wing 
delegates tried to force a reference back of the general council's report, 
because the TUC had forbidden Minority Movement members from 
attending the annual trades council conference. But their move was 
heavily defeated on a show of hands without even the need for a card 
vote. However, despite this massive rejection of the Communists at 
Congress, Citrine's sense of urgency about the danger they posed to the 
trade unions does not appear to have been shared by all affiliates. The 
TUC launched an inquiry into the 'dangers of disruption'. It reported in 
1929 that 92 out of the 124 affiliate unions who had cooperated with 
the exercise had said they had no evidence of disruptive elements in 
their own organisations in 'greater or lesser degree'. While only 16 said 
they were having a 'bad effect' on their activities, a mere 8 unions 
considered them to be 'serious'."’  ̂The TUC inquiry admitted that many 
unions had shown 'considerable reluctance' to supply any details of 
disruption. 'We are glad to report with the exception of one or two cases 
the disruptive elements in the trade union movement instigated by the 
Communist party and the National Minority Movement are having a 
less and diminishing influence', the inquiry concluded. It suggested the 
unions themselves were 'capable and equal to the task of dealing with 
this matter of disruptive activity in their own way'.

However, the Communist 'problem' in the unions continued to 
concern Citrine for the rest of the inter-war years. 'The patience
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displayed by the trade union movement towards the disruptive activities 
of the Communist party is known world wide', he told delegates at the
1929 Congress.^* 'There is no other trade union movement in the world 
that has displayed anything like the patience or the reluctance in coming 
to conclusive measures than our British trade union movement has 
done.' Citrine pointed out that the TUC had only finally acted against 
the Communists as a last resort after 'several years of an organised and 
subsidised system of propaganda used against it'.

Citrine was equally critical of the attitude adopted by the Soviet Union 
towards the TUC. He worked assiduously for the abolition of the Anglo- 
Russian Committee, which had been formed in 1925 with him as one of 
its joint secretaries.^® In October of that year. Citrine travelled on a TUC 
delegation to the Soviet Union where he was unimpressed by what he 
saw and unsettled by the oppressive atmosphere. When Soviet trade 
union leaders began to attack the way the TUC had conducted itself 
during the General Strike, Citrine reacted angrily. As he told delegates at 
the 1927 Congress, the Russians were operating

from the conception of the absolute right of [their] movement to 
dictate its policy to the rest of the world. The conception of the British 
trade union movement is radically different. Our movement has been 
built up on the principle of autonomy for its units nationally and 
internationally and on the authority of the British trade union 
movement to decide its own methods of progress.

Citrine's speech was later described as a 'carefully phrased, unemotional 
and restrained discourse, free of invective, grandiloquence or tub- 
thumping'.^^ Nevertheless, it was highly effective in isolating left-wing 
opinion inside the TUC. The four to one majority among the unions in 
support of the TUC's position indicated widespread backing for the 
decision to cut the TUC's connections with the Soviet trade union 
movement.

A divided movement

By the end of the 1920s the TUC was in a confident mood. It had 
emerged from the trauma of the General Strike and developed undei 
Citrine's guidance a moderate but wide-ranging strategy, repudiating the 
left and seeking conciliation where possible with sympathetic employers 
But mass unemployment, a relatively hostile state, indifferent employers 
and a suspicious Labour Party, were obstacles to TUC modernisation.
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However, the return of the second minority Labour government after 
the indecisive September 1929 general election encouraged Citrine into 
believing this would lead to the successful implementation of a more 
radical economic programme and closer cooperation between the TUC 
and the state. In its early months of office TUC leaders were well pleased 
by the government's performance. But Citrine was left in no doubt from 
the beginning that Chancellor Philip Snowden and the t reasury were 
not going to take much notice of TUC pressures for action. While he was 
to remain personally sympathetic to Ramsay MacDonald even after the 
formation of the National government, and continued to be so until the 
former Labour Party leader’s death in 1935, Citrine was less than 
impressed by Snowden. T found him to be unexpectedly pompous, rigid, 
devoid of imagination and frigidly orthodox', he noted in his memoirs.®  ̂
'He had acquired the reputation of being the financial expert of the 
Labour movement. He could throw figures about in the millions on the 
platform with the best but 1 found that at close quarters he was by no 
means so capable.' For his part Snowden hardly bothered to conceal his 
contempt for Citrine and the TUC general council.

Over the next two years the minority Labour government and the 
ru e  found it increasingly difficult to reach any common understand­
ing on what needed to be done to rescue the British economy from 
deflation and the icy grip of the world depression which followed the 
Wall Street crash in October 1929. There was trouble from the start in 
convincing MacDonald and many of his senior cabinet colleagues on 
the need to consult and even inform the TUC on policy in a manner 
union leaders believed to be appropriate. Citrine wanted to have regular, 
consultative meetings held between the TUC and the government but 
MacDonald rejected such a suggestion, perhaps fearing the charge of 
TUC dictation. Nor would the government make use of the National 
Joint Council between the party and the TUC to coordinate policy. 
Margaret Bondfield, Minister of Labour, and J. R. Clynes, the Home 
Secretary, even refused to allow the TUC see draft legislation of relevance 
to the trade unions. Moreover, Citrine was irritated by the government's 
inconsistency in not consulting the TUC on the appointment of union 
representatives to public committees and inquiries. It seemed the Labour 
Sovernment was as unsympathetic as Baldwin had been to acceding to 
the TUC's desire to secure a strategic role as an important interest group 
in public policy-making in line with Citrine's New Unionism.

The inability or refusal of the Labour government to respond in a 
positive way to the TUC began to increasingly trouble Citrine and his 
colleagues. No progress was made at all with their efforts to secure a
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repeal of the hated 1927 Trade Disputes Act and MacDonald did little to 
endear himself to the TUC general council by the offhand way in which 
he dealt with them  over the issue. Nor did the government make any 
progress o f satisfaction on the TUC’s wish for a ratification of the 
W ashington convention which proposed the introduction o f a 
maximum 48-hour working week and an eight-hour day across industry. 
But the main cause for growing division between the TUC and 
M acDonald concerned the government's handling of econom ic policy 
and, above all, mass unem ploym ent. W hile it may be true to say the 
TUC produced no coherent and credible econom ic alternative to the 
Treasury’s orthodox approach between September 1929 and August 1931 
aimed at reducing the dole queues, critics are wrong to suggest that the 
trade unions were neither realistic nor credible in their attitude to what 
was becom ing the country's gravest problem. In 1929 the TUC general 
council agreed to Citrine's proposal to establish a ten-strong econom ic 
com m ittee of its own under the direction of W alter M ilne-Bailey, a 
response to the discussions being held with employers. Its first task was 
to draw up a memorandum for submission to the M acm illan com m ittee 
on finance and industry which MacDonald had created in November 
1929. The TUC followed this up by preparing econom ic proposals tc 
present to  the Imperial conference in September 1930. The outcom e of 
that particular exercise provoked internal differences of opinion inside 
the TUC when it appeared Citrine and Bevin were prepared to, at least, 
exam ine the merits of tariff protection and question the virtues of free 
trade. Under the pressure of events, the TUC’s econom ic policy thinking 
was going through an agonising change of direction despite substantial 
opposition from Labour free trade traditionalists and the Com m unist 
left. However, at the same tim e the TUC leadership was growing 
increasingly disillusioned with the cabinet’s acceptance of Snowden's 
cautious handling of the econom y, which was doing nothing to reduce 
unem ploym ent. Citrine and Bevin had accepted M acDonald’s request 
in 1929 to join his Econom ic Advisory Council but this turned out to be 
an ineffective response to the growing econom ic crisis even if it enabled 
TUC officials to consort with the econom ist John  Maynard Keynes.

In fact, the TUC was starting to develop a distinctive econom ic 
strategy of its own. The signs of the TUC's new approach were evident 
in the econom ic com m ittee’s 1930 document, setting out the strategic 
options facing the UK in the face of worsening econom ic conditions 
with soaring unem ployment. It suggested the country could either link 
up with Europe in the creation of a new trading bloc, establish a similar 
arrangem ent w ithin the British Com m onw ealth or form a closer
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econom ic relationship with the United States. I’he com m ittee in 1930 
favoured the development of a Commonwealth bloc in parallel with an 
extension of the League of Nations into econom ic governance. This 
would have involved initially regular econom ic conferences such as the 
forthcom ing one to be held in London. These meetings would be made 
up of governm ent, employers and trade unions appointed by all the 
Com m onw ealth countries on the lines of the 1927 world econom ic 
conference. An inter-com m onw ealth econom ic secretariat was also 
proposed, similar to that in the League of Nations. In an appendix to 
its 1930 report the econom ic com m ittee denied that the TUC favoured 
the introduction of either protection or Imperial free trade. But its 
critical language cast doubt on the assumption that free trade still 
remained intact.

Every nation and in practice if not in theory every party has long since 
abandoned the notion  of com plete freedom of trade (which 
incidentally would necessitate freedom in buying and selling labour). 
In alm ost every aspect of econom ic life regulation and conscious 
control o f econom ic factors and forces is the accepted policy. 
Differences only concern the amount of regulation and control. It may 
or may not be desirable to hold up world-wide freedom of trade as an 
ultim ate ideal but it is not and cannot be a working aim in the 
immediate situation of the world today. To the trade union and labour 
movem ents it can hardly be an ultim ate ideal ever, since these 
movements rest on the belief that there should be conscious control 
of econom ic and political factors that can be controlled in the interests 
of hum an welfare. The notion that hum an welfare is, by some 
dispensation of providence best advanced by a com plete absence of 
restrictions on 'freedom of trade' did not survive beyond the early 
years of the 19th century.^^

I'he TUC document proposed a number of alternatives on how groups 
within nation states should establish econom ic links and work cooper­
atively together for the mutual advantage of their members. This, it 
argued, could cover agrements for the extraction of raw materials and 
minerals and perhaps conditional loans to purchase particular goods. 
The TUC gave the example of US investm ent in the Soviet five-year plan 
as one to admire. State control of raw materials as well as restrictions on 
labour im m igration were also proposed. The TUC then added there 
might be an im position of tariffs. On that option, the docum ent was 
emphatic: 'Econom ic theory condem ns the general policy of tariffs but
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political rather than economic considerations are usually the 
determining factor... it is all a matter of expediency in a given situation.' 
Although the committee did not recommend protection it believed the 
whole question needed to be 'looked at without prejudice and in the 
light of present day conditions'. But such ideas, however tentatively 
expressed, aroused widespread opposition inside many unions. At the
1930 Congress the TUC's economic report was almost defeated when 
1,401,000 voted for its reference back with 1,878,000 supporting it. 
Bevin argued that the report sought to put before the Labour 
government a proposal for 'a definite economic organisation' inside the 
Empire. This would be an investigative body. But he added:

It is a departure from the old method of leaving to the City of London 
the operation of the old monetary and free trade laissez faire system 
and saying that the devil can take the hindmost and we must develop 
the world for profit only. It is not a question of jumping to tariffs as 
being a solution to the problem. Tariffs are only the froth; they are 
merely the kind of thing lazy minds jump to. We have taken a 
different way. We have gone to the foundation.^'*

Loyalty to the Labour government among the trade unions, however, 
remained substantial despite deep differences of opinion over economic 
policy and personal animosities. The TUC was furious at the way the 
government created the Holman Gregory Commission on unemploy­
ment insurance without its participation or even asking for its advice on 
the body's terms of reference. Citrine and his colleagues were equallv 
upset by the commission's resulting recommendations which said 
unemployment benefit should be limited to only 26 weeks in the year, 
contributions raised, level of benefit cut and a means test introduced. In 
the event, MacDonald decided not to implement such harsh proposals 
but the whole affair led to a further deterioration in TUC-government 
relations. However, many union leaders were still reluctant to take their 
growing anxieties to Snowden’s handling of the economy to outright 
public resistance. The charismatic Oswald Mosley found his direct 
challenge to the party leadership over its economic strategy at the 1930 
Labour conference brought him little support from the trade unions 
Indeed, before the onset of the August 1931 crisis, the TUC was keen to 
cooperate as far as possible with MacDonald's government despite its 
mounting worries about where it was going. As Professor Hugh Clegg 
noted: T o  take decisive action, the union leaders and members would 
have had to believe that something could be done to increase*
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employment in the circumstances of 1930. As it was, most of them 
appeared to accept the depression as a natural disaster, an "economic 
blizzard" which they must wait to blow itself out.’ ‘̂' Charles Beard from 
Bevin's own union and 1930 Congress president even declared: 'A long 
time ago many of us gave ourselves to the Labour party and we have no 
regrets. For myself, 1 still fully trust the Labour government. 
Furthermore, in these times of tense danger, I stand by the captain -  by 
James Ramsay MacDonald.

However, the TUC was not prepared to cooperate with any 
government in crisis measures that would have meant cutting the size of 
the unemployment insurance fund as well as the level of unemployment 
benefit. Citrine and his colleagues may have lacked the economic 
knowledge or political strength to provide an acceptable alternative to 
Snowden's deflationary approach but they knew that they could not 
tolerate a strategy that involved further contraction in the economy and 
cuts in public spending which would lead to yet further unemployment 
and a squeeze on the living standards of the jobless. But it is hard to 
avoid reaching the conclusion that if MacDonald and his senior cabinet 
colleagues had taken the TUC general council fully into their confidence, 
treated them with understanding and respect and listened carefully to 
what Citrine and Bevin had to say, they may have found a much more 
sympathetic TUC facing them when the crisis of August 1931 erupted. 
It is quite possible that the damaging split that was to reverberate 
through Labour history for the next 50 years could have been avoided 
with some tact and sensitivity.

Nobody in the TUC really doubted that the government faced a grave 
situation. But at the TUC’s 20 August 1931 meeting with the cabinet 
sub-committee and Labour's national executive at Transport House 
MacDonald failed to tell union leaders the exact details of what he 
intended to do. Snowden informed Citrine his proposed economies 
would include a reduction in the unemployment insurance fund, as well 
as cuts in the wages of civil servants, teachers and armed forces. But no 
proposal to cut the unemployment benefit rates was suggested at that 
stage and no indication was given of how Snowden's concept of 
'equality of sacrifice' would work in practice. Citrine, speaking for the 
•UC general council, told MacDonald and Snowden that although the 
trade unions were ready to 'assist the government in the national 
emergency that had arisen', its apparent approach to the problem was 
of a character that would only lead to the accentuation of our economic 
difficulties'. Later that same evening the TUC economic committee met 

cabinet and proposed alternative policies. These included the call
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for a graduated levy on profits, incomes and earnings covering al 
sections of the community in proportion to the ability to pay as well as 
a temporary suspension of the Sinking Fund and a tax on all fixed 
interest bearing securities and other unearned income. Citrine himself 
argued personally for a break with free trade and the creation of a 
revenue tariff to halt the fall in prices, but the TUC general council 
would not agree to this, saying any such decision must await the verdict 
of the forthcoming Congress in September.^^

MacDonald was unimpressed by the TUC's alternatives. He wrote to 
Citrine on 21 August rejecting their proposals. 'Nothing gives me greater 
regret than to disagree with old industrial friends but I really personally 
find it absolutely impossible to overlook dread realities as I am afraid 
you are doing', he explained.*® But as he noted in his diary: 'The TUC 
undoubtedly voice the feeling of the mass of workers. They do not know 
and their minds are rigid and think of superficial appearances and so 
grasping at the shadow they lose the bone.'*^ The TUC's critical 
intervention had, however, proved decisive for the future of his 
government. It stiffened the opposition from Arthur Henderson and 
other cabinet members to the deflationary measures the I'reasury was 
proposing to restore overseas financial markets’ confidence in sterling. 
In its report submitted to its September 1931 Bristol Congress the TUC 
spelt out its alternative. It said it had refused to accept the Bank of 
England's analysis of the crisis, arguing that the August run on the 
pound stemmed not from the specifics of the UK economy or fear of a 
budget deficit, but from the borrowing and lending policy of those City 
of London finance houses which had been deployed to save the ailing 
German banks from collapse. In its 1931 autumn statement the TUC 
proposed a number of long-term policies to deal with the country's 
economic problems. These called for the modernisation and restructur­
ing of basic industries, reducing the burden of international debt and 
reparations and international action to raise the world level of wholesah 
prices. The TUC also called for devaluation as 'the most effective mean^ 
within the power of this country if we have to act alone'.

Union leaders were unanimous in their opposition to MacDonald's 
decision to create a National government with the Conservatives ana 
Liberals as a way out of the crisis. On Wednesday 24 August a joint 
meeting was held of the TUC general council, the Labour Party executive 
and the consultative committee of the parliamentary party on how to 
respond. 'The trade union leaders are full of fight', Hugh Dalton recorded 
in his diary.^' All of them repudiated the creation of the National 
government in a joint statement issued on the following day. 'The policy
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of the Labour Movement for national reconstruction and international 
cooperation, including a reconstruction of the problems of debts and 
reparations, provides the only basis for the restoration of credit and re­
establishment of world prosperity', it declared.^^

Citrine and the TUC certainly played a decisive role in the downfall 
of the second Labour minority government. But their resistance to 
Snowden's austerity proposals was more than merely a matter of detail. 
By August 1931 many in the TUC were ready to contest the Treasury 
position. In fact, the National government took immediate action to deal 
with the crisis. Sterling was devalued and Britain left the Gold Standard. 
I'his was followed in 1932 by the introduction of Imperial preference. 
Those drastic changes in government policy demonstrated other options 
were available to dealing with mass unemployment than merely cutting 
benefit levels. At the 1931 Congress Citrine declared: 'The strength of 
this ru e  lies in the fact that it can detach itself from political expediency 
and look economic facts in the face.'

We were faced with the position either of accepting or rejecting the 
programme of cuts and leaving to trust the operation of the principle 
of equality of sacrifice for other sections of the community. We 
wanted to assist the government. None of us wanted to embarrass 
them more than they were obviously embarrassed at the moment. But 
when you are faced with a policy against which you have been 
fighting for years and which you know will be disastrous, no course is 
left open to you but unequivocally to say as the general council said
-  we cannot subscribe to this policy ... For years we have been 
operating on the principle that the policy which has been followed 
since 1925 in this country of contraction, contraction, contraction, 
deflation, deflation, deflation must lead us all, if carried to its logical 
conclusion to economic disaster and acceptance of this policy in the 
judgement of the general council would have tied us and anchored us 
to that principle and logically we could not later resist it when it 
spread to other channels.^^

Citrine rejected the accusation that the TUC had tried to dictate to the 
Labour government. He insisted there had been no attempt by the TUC 
to impose its will but union leaders had been asked for their advice and 
they had merely given it. The TUC threw all its strength behind the 
l abour Party in the 1931 general election, but the outcome proved to be 
a disaster.
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A new beginning

In the aftermath of Labour’s defeat the TUC decided to take a much more 
direct role in the party’s decision-making through the revived National 
Joint Council which was established in December 1931. The body was to 
act as a coordinating body, 'to consider all questions affecting the Labour 
Movement as a whole' and 'to secure a common policy and joint 
action’/'* The TUC general council held a majority on the revamped 
body, taking seven seats with three each allocated for members of the 
party’s national executive and the parliamentary Labour Party. In a 
memorandum of collaboration drawn up in March 1932 an attempt was 
made to establish strict lines of consultation between the constituent 
bodies. These changes were acknowledged to provide the TUC with at 
least the opportunity to exercise a much more effective influence inside 
the party than it had done during the 1920s. It is not surprising that the 
historian Henry Felling called Labour 'the general council’s party' after 
1931.^'’ But Citrine was pessimistic about the immediate political 
outlook. Tom Jones recorded in a letter to his sister in November 1932 
that Citrine 'complained that the [Labour Party] leaders were old and 
safe and "official” and that no young men seemed to be coming up t(' 
take their places -  the "missing generation” again’.

Citrine has a group or groups at work on banking policy, railways, 
electricity, coal in preparation for the next Labour government and is 
hoping to get as far as to draft Bills which they can bring in at once 
on these subjects. Their disappointment with the last Laboui 
government is leading them to believe they can, qua TUC and Labour 
Party Executive, choose PM, choose Cabinet, thrust policy into theiT 
hands in the shape of Bills and thus avoid being let down again.

This did not initially guarantee agreement on a reformist domestic 
policy. On the contrary, in the early 1930s Labour moved briefly to the 
left and even moderate figures like Clem Attlee seemed temporarily to 
lose faith in the parliamentary system. Neither Citrine nor Bevin 
subscribed to such an opinion. Instead they sought to expand on the 
ideas the TUC had been developing during the period of the seconf* 
Labour government.

The rUC’s efforts in the 1930s to create a coherent and credibb 
economic strategy were not, however, particularly successful. Citrine ha(̂  
been impressed by the early successes of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal 
Indeed, the 1933 Congress passed a resolution on industrial recover'



that called on the National government to draw on the US experience by 
introducing public works schemes and taking 'all possible measures for 
increasing the purchasing power of the masses'7^ Citrine was to see the 
New Deal at first hand during visits he made to the United States as TUC 
fraternal delegate to the American Federation of Labor convention in 
1934 and again in 1936. He did not believe the depression would remain 
unsolved until the arrival of socialism but he was convinced sustained 
recovery would depend on international cooperation and not through 
the action of one country alone. As he explained in 1938:

I refuse to subscribe to the fatalism which regards economic 
depressions as being outside the power of nations to control. The 
international trade union movement can never accept the doctrine 
that unemployment, with all its evil consequences and current trade 
depressions, is preordained and cannot be in large measure averted if 
only there is the necessary common sense and determination among 
the peoples and the governments to make the attempt. 1 believe that 
even within the capitalist system there is sufficient flexibility and 
adaptability to overcome the worst consequences of a trade 
depression, if only the broad lines of economic policy laid down by 
trade union and Socialist movement are generally applied.^®

In the early 1930s Citrine was keen to put some substance into the TUC's 
vague aspirations for planning and state ownership of industry. Detailed 
policy documents were published by the TUC on the socialisation of 
cotton and iron and steel which were adopted at the 1934 Congress. 
Citrine wrote a foreword to Labour's 1936 plan for the 'socialisation' of 
the coal industry in which he argued that all documents on public 
ownership were 'considerably more than of mere academic importance, 
since they will furnish the plans from which a Labour government will 
work in reconstructing the great basic industries of the co u n try '.T h e  
public debate about state ownership of industry was concentrated on 
what role if any should be played by workers and trade unions in the 
running of private enterprises when they were nationalised.

Facing dictatorship

However, it was on defence and foreign policy that Citrine and Bevin 
exercised a crucial influence over the Labour Movement during the 
1930s. This was eloquently reflected as early as Citrine's 1933 report to 
Congress on 'Dictatorships and the Trade Union Movement'. As

Citrine and TUC Modernisation 61



president of the International Federation of Trade Unions since 1928, 
Citrine had witnessed at first hand the rise to power of Hitler and the 
Nazis in Germ any on his visits to the IFTU's head offices in Berlin. 
Citrine held no illusions about the danger to European peace posed by 
such a radical Fascist regime. The TUC report contained a graphic 
account of the Nazi's ruthless suppression of the German trade union 
movem ent in the summer of 1933. But Citrine went much further than 
this by seeking the TUC's condem nation of all dictatorships whether 
they were of the right or the left. He believed the TUC must also oppose 
Stalin 's Soviet Union. His sturdy defence o f trade union freedom 
indicated that Citrine was not to be misled about the political realities 
of a country that found many uncritical admirers at that time on the 
British left. His hostile feelings about Soviet Russia were strengthened in 
1935 when he paid his second official visit there and spent over two 
m onths travelling to different parts of the country, including the 
Ukraine and the Caucusus. W hile prepared to admire Soviet econom ic 
planning. Citrine was critical of m uch o f what he saw in the Soviet 
workplace as well as in the country's housing. He published his diary of 
the 1935 visit which went through five editions despite hostile criticism 
from the Communist Party.

However, after September 1933 Citrine's main preoccupation was 
with the growing m enace to European peace posed by Hitler, and to a 
lesser extent Mussolini in Italy, and on how they were to be dealt with 
Citrine held little hope in the effectiveness of econom ic sanctions alone 
through the auspices of the League of Nations as a deterrent unless the\ 
were backed up by a credible threat o f the use of military force. At the
1935 Congress, he went so far as to warn delegates what would be 
involved in any attempt to stand up to Mussolini's invasion of AbyssiniH 
by asserting:

There is only one way of dealing with a bully and that is by the use of 
force. Moral resolutions are no good. It may mean war but that is tht 
thing we have to face. There is no real alternative now left to us but 
the applying of sanctions involving, in all possibility, war. But 1 say 
this. If we fail now, if we go back now, war is absolutely certain. 1 ask 
you what will happen to Germany, if Italy can treat with contempt 
the nations of the world who have pledged their word to preserve 
peace? Do you think you are going to restrain a Hitler Germany from 
carrying out its projected plan of attack upon Soviet Russia?^*’
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At the 1937 Congress Citrine again spoke out forcefully that war would 
have to be faced if the TUC was serious in its opposition to Fascism:

The British people awaken to dangers as a general rule very late. In 
their tolerant way they do not want war with anybody and they 
cannot believe anybody wants war with them . But bit by bit the 
weakness, the hesitations and the refusals of our governm ent to face 
the Fascist aggressors is disturbing our people and sooner or later we 
shall have a cry from the general public that the lim its of restraint 
have been reached and despite itself the governm ent will be 
compelled to act.

Citrine accepted that the best defence would be collective security 
through the League o f Nations but he warned it m ight be too late for 
that and one or two countries might have to shoulder the responsibility 
of resistance to Fascism. This m eant the trade unions would have to 
accept 'som e measure of rearmam ent'.

Labour is planning for power; we are hoping to becom e at no distant 
date the government of this country and when we com e into power 
it may be that almost our first problem will be to face an international 
crisis. W e cannot wait for that tim e before fram ing our policy and 
indicating to our people despite the possibilities and probabilities of 
misrepresentation that we have a moral duty to perform and that by 
recognising the disturbed state of the world, this Labour Movement 
will not be indifferent to  the defence of its own shores.*^’

Citrine explained:

1 am no Jingoist and I am no imperialist. I was opposed to the war of 
1914-1918  all the way through and 1 regard the prospect of war with 
no more equanim ity than anybody here. W ith two sons, one 22 and 
one 19 years of age, 1 know what is in store for my boys and I ask my 
critics kindly not even to assume different motives from their own. 
We want to prevent war but we do not believe we can prevent war by 
lying down to aggression. Sooner or later this country will demand 
effective resistance to aggression. Some risks are inevitable and it is a 
question of measuring the relative risk and measuring the danger. I 
do not believe we can run away from it. The situation today demands 
that this m ovement should make up its mind and if we have to come 
to the conclusion that some measure of rearmament is necessary in
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view of the situation in which we find ourselves then com monsense 
dictates that that rearmament cannot await the advent of a Labour 
government.

Citrine brought a realistic internationalist perspective to his hard-headed 
attitude to the m enace of Fascism. As president o f the International 
Federation of Trade Unions, he sought to mobilise trade unionism across 
dem ocratic Europe in the cause of collective security. In his speech to 
that organisation's 1936 conference in London, he explained;

To say that our movem ent is opposed to war in all circumstances is, 
in my opinion, dangerously delusive and misleading. It is dangerous 
because it creates in the minds of the peace-seeking peoples an illusory 
confidence, and it is delusive because on the principles we have laid 
down for our guidance in international policy, circum stances may 
raise in which we may find ourselves called upon to make war for the 
enforcem ent of peace and the m aintenance of public law.^^

Citrine always argued for collective security through the League of 
Nations but he also backed 'regional pacts of mutual assistance' which 
supplemented and strengthened that com m itm ent. His idealistic and 
passionate resistance to Fascism belies the com m on image of Citrine as 
the cold-blooded bureaucrat. W hat is often overlooked is that his 
realism was exceptional in the Labour M ovem ent during the 1930s. 
Only Bevin and Dalton really shared a consistently similar outlook. His
1936 peroration provided an eloquent example of Citrine's perception 
of what he believed the loom ing struggle would be all about. As he tolc 
the IFTU's delegates:

It is necessary for us, not only to be on our guard against Fascism, bui 
to be resolute and persistent in our efforts to destroy it. Fascism is 
growing in various forms in many of the countries represented in this 
assembly today. We must be vigilant to check suspicious tendencies in 
this direction wherever they appear. It is a crime against civilisation to 
allow this m onstrous system to continue which deifies the state, 
destroys personal freedom, and the institutions of democracy and riles 
by contem pt of the most sacred rights of mankind. Plainly a struggle 
to the death has arisen between this system [Fascism] and the ideals 
of freedom and hum an rights w hich our M ovem ent represents. We 
have done m uch, we can proudly claim , to arrest the progress nt 
Fascism and to relieve the hardship of its victims. We can do more to
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help those in Germany, Austria and Italy carry on the struggle and 
brave prison, the torture chamber, and death itself, rather than suffer 
the degradation of life under this brutish dictatorship.

By early 1938 Citrine was predicting European war. 'Sooner or later the 
democratic states would be compelled in their own interests to call a halt 
to Fascist aggression'. Citrine argued.

The tendency for nations to take refuge in isolation and to recede from 
reliance on collective security through the League of Nations was 
deplorable. It played right into the hands of the dictators. W ithin the 
framework of the League there was ample opportunity for the 
conclusion of agreements between nations which should be open to all 
to join and want to ensure that collective security would be a reality.*^^

It is not surprising that Citrine was prepared to collaborate with 
C'onservative anti-appeasers like W inston Churchill during the 1930s 
and speak with them  on public platforms against the governm ent's 
policy towards the dictators. W hile it may be argued that Citrine as well 
as Bevin was less em otionally engaged with the Republic's cause during 
the Spanish Civil War (1936-39) and more favourable to the non-inter- 
ventionist position than many on the British left, the TUC general 
secretary was prepared to modify his deeply felt anti-Communism in the 
wider cause of confronting the dictators. After 1937 he came to accept 
the urgent need for the form ation o f a Grand Alliance between the 
western democratic countries and the Soviet Union. As he told delegates 
to the IFTU's conference in Zurich on the eve of the Second World War:

One param ount aspect of our task is to use the utmost influence of 
our movem ent to assist in the re-creation of a genuine Peace F ro n t... 
I must emphasise particularly the im portance we attach to the 
cooperation and collaboration of the USSR in the establishm ent of a 
firm alliance of the peace-seeking nations. It is not only essential to 
have the Soviet Union with us in building up an unbreakable front 
against aggression and to assist in the defence of every threatened 
nation exposed to im m inent invasion and conquest. Russia's help is 
necessary too, in the accom plishm ent of the fundam ental aim of 
organising the life o f the world for peace, disarm am ent and 
improvement of social and industrial standards in all countries by 
measures o f international cooperation.®^
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In his unyielding resistance to Fascism Citrine ensured the TUC adopted 
a highly moral and idealistic position. It still remains one of the proudest 
of the TUC's achievem ents in the last century.

Towards an Estate of the Realm

Throughout the 1930s Citrine sought to extend the influence of the TUC 
over the policies of the National government. The trauma of August 1931 
did not convince him that the trade unions should return to the 
militancy of the early 1920s. As Beatrice Webb noted in her diary, Citrine 
'pins his hopes on the national/international collaboration of capital 
and labour forcing up the standard o f living of the workers in one 
country after another. He distrusts the labour politicians that have no 
capacity and cannot do business on equal terms with employers or 
financiers.'**-'’ 'The crisis has not attracted Citrine away from cooperation 
with leaders of industry', she explained. The TUC's strategy was to 
com bine 'industrial coperation with employers' with 'a determ ined 
resistance to any big lowering of the money increases of the working 
class by cuts in the dole or means test etc or reduction of w ages'.”  ̂
Citrine was determined to ensure the TUC did not back away from any 
involvement with the National government even if it disagreed with its 
econom ic policies. This was apparent as early as 1932 when MacDonald 
asked him  if he would nom inate TUC representatives to attend the 
Imperial Conference in Ottawa. Citrine nom inated himself along with 
Jo h n  Bromley from ASLEF, the train drivers' union, and that year's TUC 
chairm an. Such an invitation, com ing only a few m onths after the 
August 1931 crisis, indicated that, for their part, M acDonald and his 
cabinet colleagues had no desire to drive the TUC on to the margins ot 
public life although they were not prepared to acknowledge that the 
trade unions might be useful partners in m acro-econom ic management.

In fact, throughout the 1930s the TUC and the state were to remain 
in cautious, uneasy, interm ittent contact through differing levels of 
consultation and involvement. At no stage was there much prospect that 
the National governm ent would offer Citrine and the TUC the 
opportunity to become a fully-fledged Estate of the Realm. Citrine's mort 
am bitious vision was to  remain unrealised. But on the other hand, it 
would be wrong to suggest the TUC was kept com pletely out in the cold 
Tentative moves towards a rapprochement, or perhaps more accuratel) 
a limited modus vivendi, did take place between the state and organised 
labour after 1932.
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In his classic study of the relationship between trade unions and the 
state published in 1934, M ilne-Bailey suggested that the TUC under 
Citrine was already becom ing 'a semi-public institution, with interests 
and duties transcending those concerned directly with the vocational 
side of life'.*^  ̂ By that time, he claimed, the TUC was recognised by the 
government as the body that represented the wider labour interest. The 
trade union m ovement was now 'through organised consultation and 
even in some cases through adm inistrative and controlling bodies, 
fulfilling definite, constructive functions', argued Milne-Bailey. He went 
on to suggest that the country's econom ic evolution made it possible for 
the trade unions 'to supplement and even supersede their earlier, limited 
and on the whole negative, policies by positive, constructive policies 
based on a wider conception of vocational aims and functions'. Milne- 
Bailey argued that this would bring about a transform ation in trade 
union institutions as the laissez-faire  capitalist system was gradually 
transformed into a planned econom y. Trade unions could no longer be 
concerned solely with job control. He believed they must be given full 
recognition and offered participation in the 'new capitalism '. Milne- 
Bailey envisaged trade unions becoming 'increasingly responsible for the 
entire function of labour supply and regulation'. 'The result might 
ultim ately be that collective contracts for specified jobs becam e the 
normal m ethod, the union allocating labour and settling conditions, 
including the division of the contract price', he explained. Milne-Bailey 
recommended the creation of jo int industrial councils, works councils 
and the like, covering every aspect of work and welfare in individual 
establishments but not interfering in the executive m anagement of the 
com pany or the technical and com m ercial adm inistration of the 
undertaking. M ilne-Bailey suggested trade unions should secure 
industrial representation on the boards of state-owned companies when 
they wanted it, although he accepted they should seek no more than a 
minority stake in such a structure. His aim was to see a decentralisation 
of power and decision-m aking to the trade unions. 'It is not be the 
ruthless forcing through of legislation and the m achine-gun fire of 
"Orders in Council" that dem ocratic institutions can be truly reformed 
but rather by the devolution and splitting-up of authority.'

M ilne-Bailey rejected fashionable notions of the tim e such as 
unelected cham bers of functional interests like those to be found in 
Mussolini's Italy. Final responsibility for public policy must always lie 
in the last resort with elected governments through parliament elected 
by citizens and not by econom ic or other special interests. The most he 
envisaged in a move to corporatism was the creation of a network of
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consultative bodies involving the trade unions who could give expert 
advice from their own special knowledge and experience. This would 
mean the formation of a National Econom ic Council to represent the 
country's main industrial and commercial interests, including the trade 
union m ovem ent. Such a body would enable parliam ent to be made 
'continuously aware of the views and criticisms of the chief econom ic 
institutions'. As Milne-Bailey wrote:

Either at the request of the government or on its own initiative the 
Council could advise on problems as they arose, propose legislation for 
the consideration of Parliament, criticise measures under discussion 
and carry on continuous investigation into econom ic questions 
generally. The trade unions, being adequately represented on this 
body, would feel that they were participating in the work of 
government in a valuable, creative way and not merely in a negative 
fashion, at the points where their special experience was of most use.

His proposed Council would also be given certain administrative and 
regulatory functions to relieve the ordinary machinery of government 
of a good deal of its work. Milne-Bailey envisaged the development of a 
range of functionalist associations that were semi-autonomous from the 
state with specific functions that did not usurp parliamentary 
democracy. The TUC general council would be recognised as 'the author­
itative body to advise on behalf of organised labour'.

As the area of interest and expert knowledge narrows, the more 
specialised institutions will be the appropriate advisory bodies. Tht 
trade union organisations then, will be neither agents of the state noi 
entirely outside bodies playing a critical and hostile role. They will 
remain autonom ous institutions w ithin the general framework 
described but with functions that link them  to  the state in a 
consultative and cosntructive way.

As the country's major industries were transformed into public services, 
the trade union movem ent would assume new functions w ithin each 
industry. In Milne-Bailey's opinion the trade unions had passed through 
a period of the state's open hostility into a period of 'puzzled and fearfi'' 
toleration'.

The innate strength of the movement has defied suppression and won 
an unwilling recognition but it has not established a positive status
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and constructive functions, industrial conflict has becom e a menace 
to the state but no effective steps have been taken to resolve the clash 
by finding an agreed basis on which trade unionism can fit into the 
econom ic life and institutions of the com m unity without sacrificing 
its independence and freedom.

In the 1930s the unions should be part of a democratic process to impose 
a check upon the tyranny of would-be dictatorships and compel a decen­
tralisation of powers. There is little doubt that Milne-Bailey's analysis of 
modern trade unionism  was shared by Citrine, even if it was not one 
that was welcome to the government.

Any closer relationship between the TUC and the National 
governm ent, however, remained problem atic. In 1935 Citrine and 
Arthur Pugh were offered knighthoods by MacDonald which they 
accepted, a move that incensed many in the TUC. Citrine faced personal 
censure at Congress that year for agreeing to such an honour from 'the 
hands of a government which is not established in the interests of the 
workers'.^® Citrine defended him self vigorously in a heated debate at 
Congress but nearly a third of the trade union block votes went against 
him, indicating an undercurrent of unease that went well beyond the 
core of the trade union left. But Citrine was unrepentant about taking 
the honour. As he explained in his memoirs;

Through us our m ovement had been proclaimed, both by King and 
government as one whose members were citizens deserving of one of 
the highest honours that the state could convey. How could this fail 
to affect the minds of the thousands who know little about trade 
unionism and to enhance its status and privilege?*^®

The knighthoods awarded to Citrine and Pugh reflected a growing 
readiness by the National governm ent to at least provide some 
recognition to the TUC. This was also apparent in 1935 when Baldwin 
sought out Citrine's views on disarmament. It happened again during 
the 1936 abdication crisis Citrine and his wife were invited to Chequers 
for the weekend by the prime minister, keen to hear the attitude of the 
TUC on the delicate matter of the relationship between King Edward Vlll 
and Mrs Simpson. Official approval for Citrine himself could also be seen 
in his appointment by colonial secretary Malcolm MacDonald to a Royal 
Commission established in 1938 to investigate social and econom ic 
conditions in the West Indies. This followed Citrine's suggestion that an 
advisory com m ittee should be established by the governm ent jointly
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between the Ministry of Labour and the Colonial Office to include the 
TUC. Public socialising by Downing Street was less in evidence with the 
TUC when Neville Cham berlain became prime m inister in November 
1937. 'He appeared at that tim e to  be utterly devoid o f hum an 
sentim ent. Like Poo Bah in the Mikado he seemed to have been born 
s n e e r in g ',C itr in e  recollected. However, he also had to adm it that of 
all prime ministers he had to deal with, Chamberlain turned out to be 
the 'frankest'. Citrine established an informal and private understanding 
with the prime m inister which helped him to establish his authority on 
foreign affairs on the National Council of Labour, although it never 
turned him  into an appeaser.

On domestic affairs the TUC made only modest progress during the 
1930s in establishing any kind of influence or pressure on the 
governm ent. At no stage during the period did the TUC manage to 
convince the Treasury to deal more effectively with unem ploym ent in 
the depressed regions. However, union leaders themselves were to have 
less than a glorious record on that issue. For the most part, the TUC 
remained rigidly on the defensive, anxious to protect the unemployment 
benefit system from government attack and oppose the introduction of 
a divisive means test for those without work but unable or unwilling to 
indicate ways to solve the problem. At times the TUC seemed more 
energetic in resisting rank and file protests than pressing alternative 
strategies on government ministers. In 1932 Congress even refused t< 
admit a deputation of unemployed workers into its proceedings. It was 
to remain hostile to the organised hunger marches and suspicious that 
the protests were merely front organisations for Communists and other 
left-wing militants. The TUC's doubts about popular agitation were not 
entirely without foundation. Citrine was suspicious of those who called 
on the trade unions to challenge the governm ent by direct industrial 
action over the unem ploym ent issue. At the 1936 Congress he 
confronted the left's arguments head-on by opposing an unem ployment 
march to London. It may not have been a popular case to expound but 
Citrine made it all the same. As he told delegates:

W hen you have brought some thousands of m en at very considerabk 
expense down to London you have shot your b o l t ... at the end of it 
what is there? There has been m arch after m arch in the post-war 
period on the House of Commons and at the m om ent of speaking I 
cannot recall any considerable impression that has been made upon 
the House by that sort of dem onstration. 1 may be wrong but 1 do not 
recollect it. If others do, they have a better memory than 1 have. We
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decided we must confine our activities to what might be called the 
agitational aspect of the question. We decided as citizens, as 
politicians, as trade unionists, we would raise our voice wherever we 
could against the regulations and try to convert the general public to 
our point of view. That, in the long run, will be the soundest course. 
If we cannot by reason and by argument, convince the people of this 
country that the unem ploym ent regulations are inequitable and that 
they m ean misery and poverty for hundreds of thousands of our 
people, we can never expect their backing if we try to force Parliament 
by extra-constitutional means.

In fact, the TUC with other organisations made some headway in 
convincing the governm ent to reform its harsh adm inistration o f 
unem ploym ent assistance but Citrine was surprisingly reticent in his 
memoirs over the TUC's unimpressive record over the unem ploym ent 
issue.

But after 1936 the TUC began to stage a significant recovery. Trade 
union membership began to grow again, partly helped by the TUC's own 
emphasis on recruitm ent campaigns. This was not always appreciated 
by affiliate unions. Citrine wanted the TUC to help organise a drive for 
unionisation among women as well as service workers in London's outer 
suburbs, but this was turned down by the unions. However, the TUC 
focused activities on encouraging union organisation am ong nurses, 
young workers, domestic servants and white-collar staff, linked to efforts 
to secure protective legislation for them. The TUC's Youth Charter called 
for the introduction of a 40-hour working week, m inim um  wage rates 
for 14-16-year-olds, provision of training facilities for the young and the 
abolition of apprenticeship premiums and fee-charging agencies. The 
1UC also mobilised action in support of statutory holidays for workers.

In September 1938 the TUC celebrated its 70th birthday. Citrine took 
that opportunity to assess how far the organisation had changed during 
his period as general secretary. 'The tendency nowadays is for unions to 
look more and more to the TUC for guidance and help, not only in 
matters of m ajor trade union policy, but in many of the matters which 
are more particularly o f dom estic concern to individual unions', he 
claimed. Citrine believed the General Strike, like the Great War, had 
shown the trade unions the 'necessity for unity of com m and'. But he 
went on to deny that the general council enjoyed any powers in excess 
of anything with w hich the TUC affiliate unions had endowed it. As 
Citrine explained:
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The т и с  exercises and can only exercise only such authority as the 
unions are ready voluntarily to delegate to it. This, in turn, is 
conditioned by the depth of conviction which they may have that the 
authority already vested in Congress has been wisely used. Any 
attempt by the general council to usurp an authority which has not 
been freely conceded, would be fatal to the continuance of the trend 
which is steadily developing to make the general council a really 
effective general staff for trade unionism. The general council is 
unlikely to try to usurp any powers which have not been willingly and 
consciously conceded to it by the affiliated unions and thus impede 
and frustrate the steady development which will one day make the 
general council a really authoritative general staff.

Citrine would have liked to see the creation of a TUC general council 
that could respond more swiftly to political, economic and social events. 
He insisted it was not always possible to have consultations in the 
extended manner the TUC rules provided for.

Someone has to take responsibility for making decisions, and in the 
nature of things on matters of broad policy, the general council of the 
TUC must assume this duty. It is a natural corollary of this that the 
general council must be able to gain access to the essential facts and 
data and must be supplied with the most accurate information upon 
which to base its decisions.

He pointed to the growth of industry-wide collective bargaining and the 
widening and broadening of arbitration, conciliation and dispute 
settling machinery. This trend required trade unions to grow more 
professional with the appointment of specialist officers able to argue 
effectively before joint industrial councils, conciliation boards, industrial 
courts, senior civil servants and ministers. Citrine believed the older 
generation of union officials, who had lacked much formal education, 
were limited in what they could achieve. But now the trade unions had 
at their disposal 'people whose educational qualities, cultural 
background and trained minds were equal to the best which employers 
and governments could command'. This did not mean, he hastened tf) 
add, that a university education was a substitute for 'those natural 
qualities of initiative, resourcefulness, common-sense and other charac­
teristics which are summed up in the word personality'.

Citrine was keen to emphasise in 1938 how much the individual trade 
unions were equipping themselves for the new world with large admin­
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istrative offices and modern techniques of management. 'Many of us 
have known at some time or other in our younger days the general 
secretary of a union who was doing the work of an office boy in opening 
envelopes and licking stamps', he recalled.

There are very few general secretaries today who can afford the time 
to indulge in these hobbies. Go to a modern, well-equipped trade 
union office and you may easily imagine you are in one of the most 
efficient commercial offices in the kingdom. Internal telephones, 
dictaphones, buzzers, synchronised clocks, noiseless typewriters, 
electric duplicating machines; all these meet the eye.

One of Citrine's achievements was to encourage such modernisation, 
not merely as an end in itself but as a necessary means to enhance the 
role of trade unions in the eyes of those they had to deal with in 
government departments and company boardrooms. As he explained:

Many a government official or leading industrialist has visited a trade 
union office for the first time in a slightly supercilious mood but has 
gone away rather surprised and chastened. The absence of unnecessary 
noise and bustle, the efficiency of the staff, the arrangement of the 
offices, impress him. And this is good psychology because we are 
rather apt to judge on first impressions. Anything which gives the 
impression that the trade union movement is old-fashioned or 
inefficient is detrimental to the interests of the workers as a whole.

In 1938 Citrine claimed the trade unions were 'more powerful and 
influential than at any other period of their history' because they had 
proved they could adapt to new conditions. He envisaged them 
becoming not only more effective collective bargainers on pay and 
benefits but also securing greater influence ‘in the problems of industrial 
management and the actual conduct of industry itself. 'Gradually the 
trade union movement is embracing within itself the technicians, 
administrative and supervisory workers as well as the craftsmen and 
manual labourers. Sooner or later the democratic control of industries 
will come within the realm of practicality.'

On the outbreak of war the TUC under Citrine had clearly grown in 
its national influence and importance since his election as general 
secretary. Its own report on its activities during the first six months of 
1939 revealed its close involvement in the rearmament programme, the 
making of air raid precautions and the introduction of national military
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service. The TUC's position was undoubtedly helped by the impressive 
expansion which was then taking place in trade union membership. 
Between September 1937 and September 1938 TUC net affiliated 
m em bership increased by half a m illion. The TUC indicated this 
im provem ent was due partly to 'the growing appreciation by every 
section of the com m unity of the valuable part which a well-organised, 
dem ocratically-controlled trade union movement can play in national 
affairs', as well as the spread of a more favourable image of trade 
unionism  through modern techniques of propaganda and publicity.®^ 
But the TUC was also concerned to  emphasise the im portance of 
recruitm ent in trade union expansion. 'From first to last we have to 
organise, organise, organise', declared its report. The TUC offered 
assistance in developing dem arcation agreements between affiliate 
unions to avoid destructive com petition and it initiated trade union 
recognition agreements.

But the TUC's power and influence continued to be severely limited 
by what its affiliate members were prepared to tolerate. Citrine tried by 
stealth to  acquire greater centralising control but he was always well 
aware of the restraints imposed upon him  by the structure of trade 
unionism . This did not, however, m ean that he could not lead. The 
passing of the years had enhanced his own personal authority on the 
general council. But the TUC remained m uch m ore of an 'ordinary 
pressure group' than a fully-fledged Estate of the Realm. This was mainly 
because governments between the wars did not envisage a dynamic role 
for either the TUC or employer associations. The Ministry of Labour's 
purpose was 'n o t to  transform  national organisations into governing 
bodies but individual industries into self-governing entities over which 
governm ent could judiciously watch in order to safeguard the public 
in te re s t '.T h e r e  was little enthusiasm for the kind of responsible public 
policy unionism  envisaged by Citrine and Milne-Bailey. This is why 
Bevin was exaggerating when he claimed in his 1937 Congress 
presidential address that the TUC had becom e 'virtually an integral part 
of the state and its views and voice upon every subject, both interna­
tional and domestic, is heard and heeded'.®^

The Cham berlain governm ent declared war on Nazi Germany on 
Sunday 3 September 1939 as delegates gathered in Bridlington for the 
TUC's annual Congress. It was decided to confine proceedings to two 
days. Citrine spoke with a passion and authority of the com ing conflict. 
He told his audience in particular of what the war would mean for the 
working class:
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I remember the period of 1914-1918  and the glowing promises held 
out. 1 would be a traitor to myself if I enunciated phrases of that kind. 
1 believe the working class in this as in every other country, will attain 
such a measure of success in the prosecution of its ideals, as it is 
powerful enough and determ ined enough to work and fight for. 1 
make no promise beyond this. If this m ovement of ours is solid and 
united, we may emerge from this great struggle a finer people, a better 
people, a people who can shake the hands of other nations with 
mutual confidence and hope, that this terrible holocaust into which 
we have been plunged will be a thing of the past, never to be repeated. 
No one can foresee the destiny of nations. No one can predict at the 
outset of a conflict what may emerge. Dark and evil forces may show 
themselves in this period. But it is for us to keep our eyes fixed firmly 
on the goal which Labour has always had before it and to ensure that 
when finally Nazism has been defeated, when the power of the 
aggressors has been crushed, we emerge as a M ovem ent with better 
prospects and greater power than we have ever known previously.

W ith only two dissenting voices Congress delegates voted overwhelm­
ingly to back the declaration of war against Nazi Germany. Citrine and 
the TUC had been vindicated by the turn of events. Since February 1933 
Citrine had consistently warned of the dangers of Nazism. The man and 
the institution he served were as one. As Congress delegates dispersed 
from Bridlington in that first week of the war it was to be the start of 
what turned out to be the Labour M ovem ent's finest hour in the 
twentieth century. Citrine deserves to remembered as a man who played 
a crucial role in preparing the TUC for the testing times ahead. Under the 
anvil of war. Citrine's TUC was to com e into its own.
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2
Ernest Bevin, Walter Citrine and 
the TUC’s War, 1939-1945

You w ill have claim s m ade to  you th a t individuals w on this war, but 
w ho did w in it? The soldier, th e  sailor, th e  airm an , th e  civil defender, 
th e  m en  and w om en w ho had to  endure th e shelters n igh t after n igh t 
throu gh  th e blitz and th e bom bs; th e  m en  and w om en in th e  factory, 
in th e  m ines and in th e fields; those w ho gave up their hom es to  work, 
to il and sweat to  produce th e m u nition s o f war -  th e  sailor w ho sailec 
th e  seas and brought us our food; th e  m ine-sw eeper w ho cleared the 
channels. Indeed th ey  are so num erous th at they  can  only  be sum m ed 
up in  th e  words 'all o f us' w orking in  a great spirit o f coop eration .

Ernest B ev in '

T he in flu ence o f th e  trade un ion s has been enorm ously  strengthened  
during th e  war and at no  period in British history has th e  contribution  
w hich  th e organised workers have m ade to  the success o f their country 
b een  m ore widely and readily recognised.

Sir W alter Citrine^

You to o k  on  th e  m ost d ifficu lt task in  th e  g o v ern m en t and 
triu m p h an tly  overcam e all d ifficulties.

C lem  A ttlee to  Ernest Bevin^

The events of th e  Second  W orld  W ar transform ed th e  TUC in to  m ore of 
an Estate o f th e  Realm  th a n  at an y  o th e r  tim e in  its h istory . In th e
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v ictoriou s sum m er o f 1 9 4 5 , Prim e M in ister W in sto n  C h u rch ill and 
Labour leader C lem en t A ttlee b o th  paid fu lsom e trib u te  to  th e  T U C 's 
co n trib u tio n  to  th e  defeat o f Nazism. 'W e owe an im m en se debt to  th e 
trade un ion s and never can  this cou ntry  forget how  th ey  stood b y  and 
helped', declared C hurchill. T h e  strength o f Britain has been  th at o f free 
m en  and w om en , w orking as th e y  have never w orked before and 
w illingly accep ting  th e  restraints w hich  were necessary to  w in th e war."* 
Attlee to ld  TU C delegates in  B lackpool th a t Septem ber as prim e m inister 
o f th e  first m ajority  Labour governm ent: 'This Trades U n ion  Congress 
o f 1 9 4 5  takes its p lace am o n g  th e  v icto ry  parades o f th e  forces o f th e  
U nited  Nations.'^

U nder C itrine 's  leadership a u n ited  TU C and its affiliate  un ion s rallied 
valiantly  to  th e  d efence o f Britain. W h en  it was given th e  op p ortu n ity  by 
th e  state to  p artic ip ate  to  th e  full in  th e  war effort, organised  labour 
m obilised  effectiv ely  for a c tio n  in  th e  w orkplace. T h e  W orkers W ar in 
Britain is a story th a t rem ains to  be to ld  in  any detail.^ But th e  activ ities 
of organised labour in  con d itio n s o f to ta l w ar were n o t on ly  vital to  th e  
successful m ilitary  cam p aign  against Fascism . T he trad e u n io n s also 
played a cru cial part in  th e  fo rm atio n  o f an  im p lied  u n d erstand ing 
reached betw een th e  state and th e people forged in  1 9 4 0  and w hich was 
to  grow in in ten sity  in  th e  con stru ctio n  o f th e  post-w ar world.^

I'he key to  th e  T U C 's ach iev em en ts  during th e  war lay w ith  th e  
redoubtable figure o f Ernest Bevin. From C h am berlain 's  declaration  of 
war on  th e  Sunday m o rn in g  o f 3 Septem ber 1 9 3 9  th e  TG W U  general 
secretary was to  argue in  an  increasingly im p atient, frustrated and angry 
m ood for all-out m ilitary m obilisation against th e  enem y. Bevin was very 
m u ch a pro letarian  p atrio t. He recognised  th e  freed om  o f th e  B ritish  
w orking class was in  deadly peril, th a t H itler and N azism  threatened  to  
extinguish  all th e  liberties th e  cou ntry  had acquired over th e  centuries. 
As David M arquand argued:

Bevin's M inistry o f Labour took over th e  Treasury's trad itional role as 
th e  m ost im p ortan t eco n o m ic  d ep artm ent. From  th a t vantage p o in t 
he did as m u ch  as any  single person to  w in th e  war. In doing so, he 
also left an  ind elib le  im p rin t o n  th e  post-w ar settlem en t. T hanks to  
fu ll-tim e full em p loym ent, th e  balance o f eco n o m ic  pow er had, in  any 
case, shifted  massively in  labour's favour. But th e  shift m ight have been 
tem porary. Bevin 's ach iev em en t was to  m ake sure th a t it would last.*^

Bevin 's m in isteria l role was certa in ly  appreciated  by C on servative 
colleagues w ho served alongsid e h im  in  C h u rch ill’s w ar cab in et. T he
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prim e m in ister h im self had enorm ous regard for Bevin, w hose m assive 
figure can  be seen in old new sreels standing right n ex t to  C hu rch ill on  
th e  b a lco n y  o f th e  Treasury before re jo icin g  crowds in  W hitehall o n  VE 
day. 'B evin  is an im m en se figure in th e  country . A m an  o f great ability  
and force  o f ch aracter ', w rote Lord Beaverbrook, m in ister o f a ircraft 
p rod uction , to  a friend  in O ctober 1 9 4 0 . 'He is th e  strongest figure in 
th e  trade u n io n  m ov em ent, w hich  is o n e  o f th e  keys to  our war effort. 
By February 1 9 4 2  h e believed  Bevin  was th e  's tro n g est m an  in  th e 
present cab in et' after C h u r c h i l l .S u c h  flattering sentim ents, even w hen 
he expressed th em  to  Bevin, did n o th in g  to  coo l B ev in 's  an tag o n ism  
tow ards h im . But there  is no  d ou bting  th e  d o m in an t force th a t Bevin 
brought to  th e  war cabinet. Bevin's u ltim ate success was forged, however, 
through th e  strengthening o f th at peculiar alliance w ith C itrine th at had 
characterised  th e TU C 's leadership in  th e  years after th e  G eneral Strike. 
It was B evin 's  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  th e  TU C th a t ensured  an  effectiv e  
m o b ilisatio n  o f th e  w orkplace for th e  war effort.

D uring th e early period o f th e  war th a t ended w ith  H itler's invasion 
o f France and  th e  Low  C ou ntries in M ay 1 9 4 0 , B evin  and C itrin e  
com p lain ed  alm ost con stan tly  about w hat th ey  regarded as th e  sluggish 
pace o f governm ent preparations for con flic t and criticised th e  persistent 
in d ifferen ce  or n eg lect o f  m an y m in isters tow ards con su ltin g  and 
involv ing  th e  TUC in  any system atic w ay w ith governm ent war plans. 
At his m eetin g  w ith  th e  prim e m in ister o n  4 O cto b er 1 9 3 9  C itrin e  
com p lain ed  th a t th e  trade un ion s 'w ere b ein g  deliberately held at arms 
length  by th e  governm ent w hich was try ing to  lim it th e  scope o f c o n ­
su ltatio n s to  w hat it consid ered  to  b e  "lab o u r q u e s t i o n s '" .C i t r i n e  
explained  to  C h am berlain  th a t TUC representatives had 'n o  in ten tio n  
o f being treated as d istan t relatives and were n o t going to  be to ld  those 
fu n ctions were som eth ing  th at lay w ith in  th e  field o f th e  em ployers and 
th e  advice o f th e  trade un ion ist was n o t w anted up on th em '. He w ent on 
to  argue th at

in w artim e there was n o  room  for an  unorganised  person. If he chose 
to  rem ain  outside th eir associations he should n o t have th e licen ce  to  
break their agreem ents. There was an  obligation  on  th e  governm ent 
to  ensure th at agreem ents betw een em ployers and trade un ions (if the 
jo in t  bodies so desired) should  be m ad e ap p licab le  in  th e  industry 
generally.

From th e start o f th e  war Bevin and C itrine m ade it clear they  w anted the 
TU C to  b ecom e d irectly involved in  con su lta tio n  and decision-m aking, 
n o t just w ith th e  M inistry o f Labour and N ational Service but w ith o ther
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d om estic dep artm ents such as th e  H om e O ffice, Transport and H ealth. 
However, th e ir cause was n o t helped by th e  behaviou r o f th e  em ployer 
associations w ho were foot-dragging and m aking it d ifficu lt to  develop 
closer trip artite  re latio n s w ith  th e  TU C and  th e  state despite th e  war 
dem ands. 'U nless th e  general cou n cil knew  at th e  com m en cem en t w hat 
sort o f pow ers th ey  w ere go in g  to  have th ey  w ere n o t go ing  in to  it '. 
C itrine in form ed  C ham berlain .

O n 16 O cto b er 1 9 3 9  C itrin e  held  a fu rth er m eetin g  w ith  th e  prim e 
m in ister to  try and ascertain  w hat th e  governm ent believed  should be 
th e  'status o f th e  trade u n io n s during th e  w ar'.'^  C h am b erla in  assured 
him  th a t all governm ent dep artm ents w ould be instructed  to  establish  
'the  m ost com plete understanding and coop eration ' betw een them selves 
and th e  trade u n io n  m o v em en t. T h ere  w ould be 'n o  d ifficu lty  in  
arranging th a t th e  TU C and  its a ffilia te  u n io n s should  be properly 
con su lted '. Tw o days later th e  prim e m in ister an n ou n ced  th e  form ation  
o f a N ational Jo in t  Advisory C ou ncil under th e auspices o f th e  M inistry 
of Labour and N ational Service, m ade up o f 15 TUC representatives w ith  
a sim ilar n u m b er from  th e  B ritish  Em ployers' C o n fed eratio n . At th e  
rU C's insistence th e  new  body was n o t to  con fin e itself sim ply to  dealing 
w ith labour questions. Its term s o f reference were w ide, a lthou gh  it was 
m ade clear th a t th e  NJAC w ould n o t be able to  in tervene d irectly in  th e 
d om estic affairs o f any specific industry b u t it was agreed it was allow ed 
to  deal w ith  'm atters in w h ich  em ployers and w orkers have a com m o n  
i n t e r e s t ' .B e v i n  was un im p ressed  b y  th is  app aren t gesture o f th e  
creation o f such a tripartite institution . 'I am  bound to  confess that w hilst 
we m ay have representation , th e  effective con tro l o f th e  dep artm ents is 
by p eop le w ho have in  th e  m ain  b een  draw n from  th e  em p lo y in g  
in terests and  w hose ap p roach  to  big p roblem s is in flu en ced  by th o se  
interests', h e  com plained  in  his u n io n 's  jou rnal in  D ecem ber 1939.^^^

‘It m ust be appreciated th a t in th eir heart o f hearts th e  powers th a t be 
are anti-trad e u n io n ', confessed  Bevin.

I'he M in isters and D ep artm ents have treated  Labour w ith  absolu te 
co n tem p t. Yet w ith o u t th e  great trade u n io n  m o v em en t th e  forces 
c a n n o t be supplied w ith  m u n itio n s n o r th e  cou n try  w ith  food. T he 
p rincip le o f equality  has n o t yet been  w on -  equ ality  n o t m erely in  
th e  eco n o m ic  sense but in  con cep tio n  and in th e attitu d e o f m ind  o f 
th o se  in  pow er. W e do n o t desire to  be inv ited  to  serve o n  any 
com m ittee  or body as an  act o f patronage. W e represent probably th e 
m ost v ital factor in  th e  state: w ithou t our people th is war ca n n o t be 
w on n or th e  life o f th e  cou ntry  be carried on . T he assum ption  th a t th e
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only  brains in th e  cou ntry  are in  th e  heads o f th e  Federation o f British 
Industry and big business has yet to  be corrected  for, as a m atter o f 
fact, m ost o f th e  delays and unpreparedness so apparent today are due 
to  th e  reliance o f th e  d epartm ents o f state upon a very lim ited  advice 
o f people w ho, after all, live in  a very narrow  world indeed.

As late as April 1 9 4 0  Bevin con tin u ed  to  feel a 'good  deal aggrieved' by 
th e  governm ent, arguing it was still n o t prepared to  take th e  TU C in to  
its con fid ence. He believed th e  trade un ion s were

tolerated  so long as th ey  keep th eir place and lim it th eir activ ities to 
ind ustrial d isputes and are w illing  to  bury all th e ir  m em ories and 
feelings and assist th e  nation  w illingly w hen in difficulties and go back 
to  th eir place w hen th e  war is done. But there will have to  be a great 
recastin g  o f values. T he co n ce p t th a t th o se  w ho prod uce or 
m an ip u la te  are in ferio r and m u st accep t a low er status th a n  th e 
speculator m ust go.^®

The lack o f rapport betw een th e  C h am berlain  governm ent and th e  TUC 
was ap p aren t in th e  an tag o n ism s raised by th e  Treasury's p red ictable 
calls o n  th e  trade un ion s to  restrain th e wage dem ands o f their m em bers 
in  order to  co n ta in  th e  danger o f in fla tionary  pressures. O n 6 D ecem ber 
19 3 9  Sir Jo h n  S im on, th e  C h an cello r o f th e  E xchequer, addressed th e 
NJAC and  dem and ed  a 'slow ing dow n o f wage i n c r e a s e s ' .C i t r in e  
challenged  his assum ption th at 'equ ality  o f sacrifice' was being practised 
in  industry. In th e  face o f rising prices, th e  trade un ions would be placed 
in  an 'im possib le p o sitio n ' if th eir negotiators held  back and saw living 
standards fall, he com p lain ed . '1 po in ted  out th a t th e  general cou n cil 
had n o  authority  to  con tro l th e  activities o f the un ions in  regard to  wage 
ap p licatio n s and it w ould be resented  were th ey  to  a ttem p t to  do so.' 
The TU C general cou n cil argued th a t it was possible to  hold  in fla tio n  in 
check , but on ly  throu gh 'rigorous' con tro ls on profits and prices and th e 
in tro d u ctio n  by th e governm ent o f 'an  effic ien t system  o f ra tio n in g ' to 
'equalise th e  burden o f th e  war'. The TU C was con cern ed  th at em ployers 
should  n o t be able to  take advantage o f th e  war to  increase th eir profits 
at th e  exp en se o f th e  w orkers. O n  o ffic ia l en th u siasm  for a n atio n al 
savings drive to  fund th e war effort, th e  TU C insisted  any  savings m ade 
by workers should n o t be used against th em  in future wage negotiations 
and should  be disregarded w hen any w orker applied for un em p loym en t 
b en efit or public assistance. A nu m ber o f m eetings were held  betw een
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th e  TU C and th e  em ployers to  a ttem p t to  reach agreem ent on  a jo in t 
sta tem ent o n  wages, but th is  proved im possible.

lotal war

Such feelings o f suspicion and doubt betw een th e TU C, th e  governm ent 
and em ployer associations were swept away after th e  crisis o f M ay 1940 . 
C h am b erla in  was forced to  resign after a m assive C on servative  
b ackb en ch  revolt against his h an d lin g  o f th e  war in  N orw ay, and 
W inston  C hurchill emerged as prime m inister of a coalition  governm ent. 
I'he new  ad m in istration  was to  include a substantial nu m ber of repre­
sentatives from  th e  Labour M ovem ent. T he TU C general cou n cil m et in 
em ergency session in Bournem outh  o n  th e  Sunday aftern o o n  o f 12 May 
on  th e  eve o f  th e Labour Party co n feren ce  to  decide w hat its attitu d e 
should  be to  th e  co a litio n  proposal. C itrin e  to ld  th e m  th e  N ational 
C ouncil o f Labour had agreed Labour should  jo in  th e governm ent under 
any o ther prim e m inister but C ham berlain . He added th a t he had turned 
dow n a sp ecific  proposal th a t he h im se lf should  jo in  th e  cab in et. 
However, Bevin accep ted  th e  offer o f  a m in isteria l p o sitio n  w ith  th e  
TUC's full approval. A ttlee prom ised  th e  general co u n c il th a t if th e  
Labour Party jo in ed  th e  g o v ern m en t th ere  w ould be no  rep etitio n  o f 
w hat had happened in 19 3 1 . He assured u n io n  leaders he 'in tend ed  to  
m aintain  regular and in tim ate  co n tacts  w ith  the industrial m ovem ent 
in such ways as they  felt necessary. T hey felt th a t th ey  w ould be failing 
in their duty to  b o th  th e  p olitical and industrial sides o f th e  m ovem ent 
if they did n o t do this.''*^

Bevin lost no  tim e in m obilisin g  his M inistry for a ctio n . By th e  tim e 
the N ational Jo in t Advisory C ou ncil m et h im  on 2 2  M ay 1940 , a week 
after taking office, he had drawn up his radical program m e for workplace 
m o b ilisa tio n . He to ld  th e  TU C and  em p loyers’ leaders th a t th e  
governm ent intend ed  to  legislate em ergency powers for itself w hich  it 
would hold  in  reserve to  use on ly  w hen required. These w ould involve 
state d irectio n  o f labour, th e  b a n n in g  o f  strikes, an  end  to  th e  profit 
m otive, sta te  co n tro l o f industry, th e  in tro d u ctio n  o f a prod uction  
cou n cil and labour supply board  w ith  local co m m ittees. C o m m u n al 
feeding in th e  arm am ents factories was to  be established  by th e  state. 
W om en were to  be drafted in to  war w ork and governm ent centres were 
to be opened  to  train  b o th  em ployed  w orkers and th e  jobless. D espite 
the p otentially  d racon ian  powers envisaged to  put Britain o n  a total war 
footing, Bevin assured u n io n  leaders th a t h e w anted  to  preserve in 
w artim e co n d itio n s  as m u ch  o f th e  v o lu n tarist system  o f ind ustrial
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relations as he could. 'T he governm ent had com e to  th e  con clu sion  that 
w ith th e goodw ill o f th e  TU C and em ployers confed eration , they  could 
m ain ta in  to  a very large ex te n t in tact peace-tim e arrangem ents, m erely 
adapting th em  to  suit these extraordinary circu m stan ces.' Bevin asked 
th e  trade un ion s to  take added responsibility  and for workers to  becom e 
m em bers o f a u n i o n .C i t r i n e  assured h im  th a t th e  TU C 'to  th e  best of 
th eir ab ility  would do w hat they  could  to  extricate  th e  cou ntry  from  the 
danger it was in ’. As h e exp lained  to  affilia te  u n io n s, th e  Em ergency 
Pow ers (D efence) Act 'p laced  th e  w hole  resources o f th e  n a tio n , in 
m oney and m anpow er, at the service o f the state. To th at exten t but w ith 
aim s far d ifferent from  those o f its foes, Britain has b ecom e a to talitarian  
s ta te .' But C itrine  and his colleagues accepted  th e  gravity o f th e  crisis 
fac in g  th e  cou n try  required such  au to cra tic  b eh av iou r by th e 
g o v ern m en t. A lthou gh h e insisted  th e  TU C w ould seek 'certa in  
safeguards' for w orkers, he acknow ledged th is was 'n o t a tim e to  haggle 
and m ake co n d itio n s'. C itrine  and his general cou n cil colleagues were 
to  be provided w ith  p erm anent and regular w eekly co n ta ct w ith B ev ir 
th ro u gh  th e  crea tio n  o f  th e  C o n su lta tiv e  C o m m ittee . C om p osed  ot 
seven general cou n cil m em bers led by C itrine and seven em ployer rep­
resentatives, th e  C o m m ittee  was to  prove a v ital and effectiv e  
consultative forum  for th e  TUC in particular in dealing w ith th e w artim e 
agenda in close lia ison  w ith th e  governm ent and em ployer bodies.

At th e  m o m en t Bevin laid out his p lan to  th e  TU C leadership, British 
forces were b e in g  evacuated  from  th e  beach es o f  D unkirk and the 
c lu tch es o f H itler's co n q u erin g  arm y. It was a tim e th a t th e  TU C -  ii 
w hat was also its finest hour -  com m itted  itself w ithou t q uestion  to  the 
figh tin g  o f to ta l war. O n th e m o rn in g  o f 25  M ay th e  TU C held  a special 
con feren ce  o f trade u n io n  executives in L o n d o n ’s W estm in ster Hall to 
decide w hat its a ttitu d e should  be to  th e  new  political s itu ation . Bevin 
in his new  p osition  as M inister o f Labour and N ational Service, spoke in 
C h u rch illia n  v ein  to  th e  assem bled  delegates. He con clu d ed  his 
passionate speech w ith m em orable words:

1 have to  ask you virtually to  p lace yourselves at th e  disposal o f the 
state. W e are Socialists and th is is th e  test o f our Socialism . It is the 
test w hether we have m ean t th e  resolutions w h ich  we have so often 
passed. 1 do n o t w ant to  get w orried too  m uch about every individual 
th a t m ay be in  th e  g o v ern m en t. W e could  n o t stop to  have an 
election ; we could not stop to  decide th e issue. But this 1 am convincec 
of: if our m o v em en t and our class rise w ith all th eir energy now  and 
save th e  people o f th is cou ntry  from  disaster, th e  cou ntry  w ill always
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turn w ith con fid ence forever to  th e  people w ho saved them . They will 
pay m ore a tten tion  to  an act o f that kind th an  to  theoretical argum ent 
or any  p articu lar p h ilo so p h y . And th e  people are con sciou s at th is 
m o m en t th at they  are in danger.^”

Later that sam e day Bevin broadcast on  th e BBC W orld Service to  workers 
across th e  world.

W e are used to  liberty, to  debate, to  argue, but practically  th e w hole 
people have put it on  o n e  side. They have rallied w ith a great one-ness 
to  defy th is  ugly beast, th is  brute. They say he shall n o t con qu er, 
neither shall he force us to  surrender a single inch  o f th e British Empire 
to  his aggression and is it n o t true th a t his defeat by th e  allied forces 
will cause th e  greatest sigh o f relief th a t th e  world has ever know n?

Bevin h igh ligh ted  th e  sw eeping new pow ers over citizens acquired by 
th e British state as testim o n y  to  th e  n atio n a l will for v ictory . 'For th e  
first tim e in  h istory , every p enn y, every in ch  o f land , every item  o f 
w ealth , facto ry  and w orkshop is now  at th e  disposal o f th e  n a tio n . 
Private individuals can be com pelled  to  subordinate any  private interest 
or gain  for th e  co m m o n  w eal.' But B evin em p hasised  th a t th e  
m obilisation  o f labour was n o t to  be achieved  in a coercive m anner. O n 
the contrary, th e  British people had 'p laced them selves up on th e  altar of 
c iv ilisation  itself in order to  preserve it against th is brutal aggression'. 
He was proud to  tell h is w orld au d ience th a t th e  trade u n io n s w ould 
'voluntarily  assist' in th e  reorganisation  o f th e w orkplace.

They are going to  use th eir bran ches and th eir resources to  assist in 
th e  necessary d iscip lin in g  and co n tro l for us. W ith  th e ir  great 
exp erien ce  th ey  w ill help  to  organise and  carry o u t th e  necessary 
m o b ility  o f  our people. T h at great trade u n io n  m o v em en t w ith  its 
foresight and w isdom  has taken  th e  o p p ortu n ity  o f d em onstratin g  to  
the world th a t it does n o t m erely exist to  fight for wages and hours o f 
labour alone, but as th e  call has com e, to  show  th eir cap acity  to  save 
th e  n a tio n  and in th e  saving o f it th e y  w ill w in th e  gratitu de and 
con fid ence, n o t on ly  o f th eir ow n people but o f every lover o f liberty 
throu gh ou t th e  world.

It was apparent from  th e very start o f th e  war th at both  Bevin and Citrine 
were well aware o f th e  op p ortu nities th e  co n flic t provided for th e  TUC 
'П helping to  raise th e  status and pow er o f th e  w orking class, n o t just for
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th e  duration o f hostilities but for w hen th e peace eventually cam e. Bevin 
argued th at now  was th e  m om ent for turning workers in to  citizens, as he 
had sought to  achieve for th e  dockers 2 0  years earlier before th e  Shaw 
inqu iry . 'W e are th e  last great class to  rise in th e  w orld ’, he said. 
'T hrou gh ou t th e  w orld th e  day o f th e  com m o n  m an has come.'^^ 

B ev in ’s stead fastness was equalled  by th a t o f C itrin e . As th e  TUC 
general secretary told  delegates:

I am  n o t accu stom ed  at these con ferences to  appeal to  an y th in g  but 
your reason. 1 do n o t try to  appeal to  your em otions. I try to  d irect my 
th in k in g  and your th in k in g  along practical cold lines. 1 only  w ant you 
to  rem em ber th at th is  con feren ce has assem bled at a m ore d ram atic 
m o m en t th a n  any  w ith in  th e  h isto ry  o f our m o v em en t. W e have 
never been  m enaced  in  th e  way we are m enaced  today. W ith in  a very 
few m iles o f th e  English coast now  th e  G erm ans are m assing forces 
w hich  in th e  inevitable course o f  events w ill show  th eir effects upon 
th is  cou n try  in th e  very near future. W e m ust accep t th e  period o f 
strain, we m ust accep t th e  testing  tim e w hich w ill show  th e calibre of 
every o n e  o f us. These are m om ents w hen 1 am sure our trade un ion  
m ov em ent will n o t resent these abnorm al m easures w hich have had 
to  be taken by th e  governm ent to  deal w ith this situation. The m anner 
in w hich  these regulations will be applied will d eterm ine th e  degree 
to  w hich  th is governm ent o f ours is ready to  m ain ta in  th e dem ocrati( 
trad itions o f our m ovem ent.

C itrin e  argued th ere  was n o  tim e available to  th em  for prolonged  
discussion. The un ions needed to  trust th e  TU C in th e  crisis and endorse 
w hat th e  general co u n cil had d o n e. A reso lu tio n  was passed by 
accla m a tio n , backing  th e  TU C 's d ecision  to  give 'fu ll support to  the 
necessary m easures th a t m ust be taken  to  p rotect our people against 
th ese  dangers by org an ising  th e  en tire  resources o f  th e  cou n try  and 
striving to  th e  u tm ost to  defeat th e  forces o f aggression’. It also added 
th at th e  u n ion s had 'co m p lete  co n fid en ce ' in th e  general cou n cil and 
its representatives on  th e  new ly form ed C onsu ltative C o m m ittee  'in  the 
fu llest assurance o f th e ir  d eterm in a tio n  to  preserve th e  pow ers and 
fu n ctio n s  o f th e  trad e u n io n s and to  endure th e  m a in te n a n ce  o f th t 
hard-w on liberties o f th e  workers'.^'*

U n io n  leaders rep resenting  th e  TU C  were to  sit as o f right o n  new 
trip artite  co m m ittees  and jo in t co n su lta tio n  m ach in ery  established  
m ain ly  by Bevin to  organise w orkplace p rod u ction  for th e  war effort. 
C itrine's declared w artim e aim  was to  achieve 'a w atchful thou gh cordial
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co llab o ratio n ’ betw een th e  TU C and th e governm ent.^"’ As Jo h n  Price, 
head o f th e  T G W U 's research d epartm ent explained;

O rganised labour will h en cefo rth  be satisfied w ith n o th in g  less th an  
full p artn ersh ip  in th e  state. T he war has brou ght o u t m ore clearly 
th an  ever before th e  cou n try 's  d ep en den ce upon th e  m ass o f w orking 
people. At a critical m o m en t th e  call for th at assistance w ent forth . By 
h elp ing to  save th e  country , they  will find their ow n salvation  too.^®

C itrine accepted  th at th e  trade un ion  m ov em ent w ould have to  accept 
som e restrictions on  th e liberty o f workers as well as th e  'cu rta ilm en t 
and tem porary abrogation  o f m any o f labour's cherished  r i g h t s ' . B u t  
he insisted th e  TU C would keep a 'v igilan t eye upon th e  exercise o f th e  
power vested in th e  governm ent, con tin u o u sly  throu gh its m u ltip licity  
o f advisory com m ittees, and by direct representation w hich  sought to  
curb any bureaucratic im pulses to  im pose unnecessary restrictions on 
th e  co m m u n ity '. H ow ever, th ere  was alw ays o n e  area th a t th e  TU C 
insisted should rem ain outside direct governm ent con tro l. C itrine made 
it clear to Bevin and th e Treasury that th e trade unions would resist any 
attem pt by th e  state to  regulate wages. A jo in t statem ent was published 
by C itrin e  and  th e  leaders o f th e  m ain  em p loyer o rg an isa tio n s -  Sir 
Jo h n  Forbes W atson and Sir T hom as Phillips -  w hich was circu lated  to 
un ion  gen eral secretaries o n  8 Ju n e  1 9 4 0 . T his called  for th e  
con tin u atio n  o f existing m achinery  for co llective bargaining. W here an 
issue over pay and co n d itio n s  o f em p lo ym en t could n o t be resolved, 
both parties were to  be given th e  option  o f using arbitration w ith a final 
appeal to  a new ly form ed N ational A rbitration Tribunal appointed  by 
Bevin. This was to  have th e  pow er to  ensure th a t an y  even tual pay 
settlem ent should be m ade b ind ing on all those  concerned. At th e sam e 
tim e th e  TU C and em ployer associations agreed th at 'in  th is period of 
national em ergency it is im perative th at there should be n o  stoppage of 
work ow ing to  trade d isputes’.

In response to  B ev in 's  p rom ise th a t pre-w ar w orking practices 
'tem porarily  surrendered during th e  war period' would be restored, the 
IUC general cou n cil insisted  such ch an g es were to  be registered w ith 
local labour supply co m m ittees  and em p lo y m en t exch an g es on  th e  
Rrounds th a t if  these were n o t recorded 'a n y  m ach in ery  for ensuring  
their restoration would be f u t i l e ' . I t  was also  agreed th a t n o  workers 
" 'ould  be allow ed to  take any  holidays if th is interfered w ith production 
■n essential w ar industries. Further ch an g es involved  ad o p tio n  o f 
frequent rest periods, th e  in tro d u ctio n  o f tw o or th ree  sh ift system s
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where practicable and the restoration of a day of rest once a weet: 'at the 
earliest possible date'.

The Consultative Com m ittee's agenda in the crisis m onths of 1940 
included drawing up plans to defend factories from air attack, the welfare 
of m unition workers and the control of em ploym ent through 
em ploym ent exchanges or recognised trade union m achinery. On 19 
July Bevin issued the famous Order No. 1305, outlawing strikes or lock­
outs unless the dispute had been reported to him and 21 days had 
elapsed w ithout his having referred the m atter to independent 
arbitration. The TUC chose eight of its own representatives to sit on the 
National Arbitration Tribunal. Breaches of the executive order would 
bring three m onths' im prisonm ent or a £ 1 0 0  fine on summary 
jurisdiction, with six m onths in jail or a £200  fine for an indictm ent. 
'Offenders were to be prosecuted as individuals as action could not be 
taken against the organisations to w hich they belong.'-^'*

Bevin was heavily influenced in his actions by the TUC's own 
proposals on the registration of trade union practices across industries to 
facilitate their rapid restoration at the end of the war. Agreement was 
reached on the num ber of hours to be worked to prevent fatigue or 
reduced output because of excessive overtime. It was also proposed to 
reduce the length of the working week to 55 or 56 hours as soon as this 
was possible and one day of rest a week was to be introduced. Such 
measures presumed an increase in the existing labour force by 2 0 -2 5  per 
cent, and it was suggested that this could be achieved through more 
training or a transfer of skilled and semi-skilled workers from other 
industries into war production and the use of volunteer part-time 
employees. Bevin was keen to ensure that rank and file trade unionists 
as well as union officials were closely involved in such developments. In 
the M inistry of Supply area m achinery, for exam ple, trade unionists 
would chair board meetings on a rota with employers. Even the trades 
councils were to be mobilised in getting the long-term unemployed int(' 
useful work.

Of course, for all its potential powers, Bevin was not operating a 

centrally imposed manpower strategy. In his 1981 Bevin centenary 
lecture. Jack Jones, a future TGWU general secretary, explained that 
Bevin's wartime achievem ents were centred on two main themes: first, 
the maximum mobilisation of manpower: second, the recasting of social 
values and the perm anent alteration of the status of working people 
These two them es fitted together, as being the only way to win the wai 
As far as Bevin was concerned, it could not be won by totalitarian 
m ethods. Britain had to stick to governm ent by consent in order to
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secure the willingness o f people to make sacrifices greater than those 
that could be obtained from them  by compulsion. And this consent was 
closely tied up with consultation and respect for the dignity of the 
worker. This philosophy did not exclude coercion but confined its use to 
those occasions when the tim e was right and it was generally acceptable 
to those at whom it m ight be directed.

The hoped-for success of the direct involvem ent of the trade unions 
through TUC m achinery at national, regional and local level in the 
prom otion o f the war effort in alliance with Bevin’s mastery of the 
M inistry of Labour and National Service was acknowledged in a 
m em orandum published by the M inistry of Inform ation on 30 May 
1940.

Britain's war governm ent has tapped a new source o f public spirit, 
energy and experience by drawing upon the trade union leadership 
to assist in organising the country's industry and manpower for war 
production. W ithin a few days of Mr Ernest Bevin's appointm ent as 
Minister of Labour his fellow countrym en realised that a strong and 
forceful personality had entered the field of industrial organisation. 
Qualities of intellect and character w hich trade unionists have had 
ample reason to trust were suddenly put to the test of a great 
emergency. And the promptitude, breadth of view and grasp of detail 
shown by the new minister when he unfolded his plan of operations 
convinced the public generally that Mr Bevin's reputation am onst his 
own people did not exaggerate his powers of organisation.

Bevin was in an understandably belligerent but confident mood when he 
addressed the September 1940 Congress, but he was also already looking 
forward to better days. 'In  the past we have made a claim , we have 
asserted that we have the ability to work out the destinies of nations. 
I oday we are doing it. Today we are devising the plans. Not me. The 
suggestions are pouring out at every conference that we attend .' He 
argued that the 'rising mass o f labour’

must be the dom inant factor in a new dem ocratic world. If the boys 
from the secondary schools can save us in the Spitfires, the same 
brains can be turned to produce the new world. Democracy does not 
mean to me a mere question of voting at elections. But a com plete 
broadening, right down to the humblest home, of every opportunity 
in a dem ocratic state. Neither can there be any lim itation to a narrow 
class from which servants of the com m unity can in future be drawn.
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Bevin ended his address with a stirring peroration that brought congress 
delegates to their feet:

Go back to your workshops and -  whatever the difficulties may be 
which we have to overcome in this great trial -  use every endeavour 
you can w hether in equipm ent, w hether in arm aments, or in the 
export trade w hich is necessary to find the m oney to buy our 
equipm ent, in the turn-round of shipping, or in any occupation in 
which you may find yourself, to go forward as a great industrial army 
in this great and terrible total war. And at the end it shall be said that 
Labour by their skill, their crafts, their courage, their devotion, saved 
a great people.

The Bevin-TUC entente was often to  com e under fierce attack from 
opponents in governm ent who did not believe that the practice of free 
collective bargaining could be tolerated in wartime econom ic conditions. 
The pressure for state intervention in to  wage negotiations grew ever 
stronger, especially inside the Treasury during the summer of 1941. 
However, the TUC continued to resist any such suggestion. Bevin and 
Kingsley Wood, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, met the general 
council on 2 July 1941 to discuss the issue. Wood wanted the TUC to 
make a 'reasoned statem ent' over pay with the British Employers' 
Confederation that would support wage stabilisation. Bevin was opposed 
to this. As he told the TUC:

There was a great demand they should freeze wages. That he knew was 
inviting industrial trouble. In the last war lost tim e was colossal but 
the improvement in this was not due to the Arbitration Order. It was 
due to the organised relationship which has grown up over the last 
20  years. It had been steadied by this additional machinery but largely 
it was the growth of trade union organisation and employers and with 
a sense of responsibility on both sides.

Wood and Bevin both acknowledged that since the outbreak of war the 
existing jo int working m achinery for wage negotiations had operated 
successfully and wage rate increases had been reasonable. 'The authority 
of the unions in the day to day adjustment of wages and conditions has 
been m aintained’, they agreed. ‘The freedom of opportunity to make 
claims and to have them  discussed has enabled industrial peace to be 
m aintained.' Moreover, the governm ent claimed
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it was the policy of tiie governm ent to avoid any substantial 
m odification of the machinery for wage negotiators and to leave the 
various voluntary organisations and wages tribunals free to reach their 
decisions in accord with their estimate of the relevant facts. Among 
these facts was the consideration that the purchasing value of existing 
and future wage rates depends largely on the m aintenance of price sta­
bilisation policy and that efforts to increase wage rates would defeat 
their own object unless they were regulated in such a manner as to 
make it possible to keep prices under control and to avoid inflation.

Bevin's years as Minister of Labour and National Service were to provide 
the opportunities for 'large numbers of working people to clim b out of 
subservience'. The union activist in the workplace, for the first time, was 
given legally enforceable security from dismissal by an employer. W ith 
the com ing of full employm ent, shop stewards were provided with both 
a framework for action and the power to negotiate. As Jack Jones 
recognised, Bevin made sure employers were given no alternative but to 
bargain with trade unions. The introduction of Order 1305 had opened 
the way to an extension of workplace unionism, even if it could be seen 
rightly as a breach with beloved voluntarism. Despite this Bevin was as 
determined as possible to  uphold the traditional system of British 
industrial relations, despite the powers he had acquired to act in an 
arbitrary manner. T here  is nothing quite like it in the world. It is a form 
of industrial dem ocracy and capable o f trem endous expansion', he 
explained. ‘I am quite satisfied that in the main those operating this 
m achinery will, during this period of crisis, act as trustees for the nation 
and will act with a full sense of responsibility.'^^ In personal notes 
written in December 1941, Bevin reflected that the m aintenance of the 
principle of collective bargaining ‘was the most certain method to carry 
us through the war with the minim um  of industrial troubles'. But there 
was another reason why he defended the traditional system so vigorously 
against opposition from his cabinet colleagues. Bevin wanted the regime 
of compulsory national arbitration to continue after the war. He believed 
it had been the trade union's disengagement from such an arrangement 
after the end of 1914-18  conflict that led to setbacks that weakened the 
Labour M ovem ent between the wars. The persistence of Order 1305 was 
crucial, he believed, to avoid either the return of inflation or deflation. 
This is why he wanted to see it persist for at least six years of peace. Bevin 
even floated the idea of creating a wages com mission that could involve 
dealing with cases of union recognition. The continuation of the 
Lssential W ork Order was also favoured by Bevin to avoid any return to
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pre-war employer practices that obstructed trade unions. Bevin also 
raised the question o f whether the Factory and Welfare Board he had 
created should be 'embodied in the state as a permanent institution’. It 
seemed that the prospect of a benevolent and pro-worker post-war state 
had modified even his enthusiasm for voluntarism.

However, the relationship between Bevin and the TUC during the war 
years often proved difficult. Citrine was keen to ensure that the trade 
unions did not becom e subservient to the state under pressure. 'It is 
fundam ental in a self-governing democracy that the people themselves 
take the initiative in those things which most vitally concern them ', he 
told the 1941 C o n g r e s s . 'I t  is imperative that our people should not 
get into the habit o f looking to people above them  to solve their 
problems for them .' He reminded his audience that he had been 
determined from the outbreak of the war to ensure that the TUC acted 
to 'restrain the inevitable development of bureaucracy', to ensure they 
'were going to retain trade union independence, to retain the maximum 
of our liberties irrespective from what quarter the encroachm ents cam e’ 
Any state control of wages would certainly have undermined the TUC's 
purpose. 'If we were to subscribe to that, following very short-sighted 
advice, we should strike at the fabric which has led to this countr> 
displaying a national unity excelling anything in our history.' Citrine 
assured Congress that the TUC had 'n o  right to interfere with the wage- 
fixing machinery devised and constructed by its separate organisations’

It is basic to trade unionism  that the unions, with autonom y and 
experience in the separate industries, must devise the form of 
m achinery they want. We certainly have some responsibility for the 
guiding general principle and 1 hope that we shall not dodge that but 
the final judgem ent must be left with the organisations directh 
concerned.

'Our cooperation with the governm ent is such that we m aintain out 
right to  act as a free and independent trade union m ovem ent for our 
fight is for freedom and democracy'. Citrine explained in an analysis of 
'wage regulation in wartime' which he wrote on 18 December 1941.  ̂
He recalled that a strong stand on the principle o f consultation with 
governm ent had taken place on the drafting of state regulation which 
sought to stop employers being able to advertise for or recruit laboui 
except through a public employm ent exchange. The TUC did not object 
to a ban on advertising but it opposed with the employers any ban on 
existing means of hiring labour.
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Real danger for conflict also came from the TUC over Bevin’s 1941 
Essential W ork Order. This looked like a potentially threatening state 
intervention into workplace relations, although the TUC was closely 
involved in its drafting. Under its provisions an em ployer could not 
dismiss a worker, nor could the worker leave his or her job  without 
giving seven days' notice. An appeal system was introduced with strong 
union representation to prevent abuses. But Citrine still insisted that this 
Order must not lead to the imposition of fixed hours or wages. T h is  is 
a matter we insist must be determined by the negotiating m achinery 
within the industry, consisting of unions and employer organisations', 
he wrote.-^^

By the end of 1941 the trade unions -  thanks to the alliance between 
the r u e  and Bevin -  had grown into an indispensable force in the 
effective m obilisation for total war. 'In every field of industry the trade 
unions are developing ever closer and more am icable relations with 
organised employers'. C itrine noted. 'Association w ith governm ent 
departments has been mutually beneficial and the advice of the trade 
union m ovem ent, through the TUC, is sought not only on industrial 
topics but also on matters affecting the life of the country generally. 
The range of topics on which the TUC was consulted by the state looked 
impressive -  com pensation for air raid victims, control of food, clothing 
rationing, price regulation, air raid precautions, the shopping problems 
of married women workers, the length of holiday periods. 'These and a 
thousand and one other matters are all brought before the TUC for 
advice and guidance from tim e to tim e by governm ent departments'. 
Citrine explained on 12 December 1941. 'So in the heat of the present 
world conflict the TUC is forging stronger links with governm ent and 
employers so that dem ocracy may be stronger now and when victory is 
won."**’

F’rcparing for peace

Both Bevin and Citrine never lost sight of the need not only to promote 
the war effort but also to prepare for the peace that would follow 
I'ascism's defeat. From the early stages of the war the TUC was concerned 
to play its part in making preparations for the creation of a better world. 
It was not only Bevin's conviction that the working class had been 
provided with an opportunity to dem onstrate their indispensability 
through practical action, but also that organised labour must ensure 
there would be no repetition of what had happened to organised labour 
after 1918. Citrine explained in 1942:
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B ritish  trade u n io n ism  looks forw ard to  th e  post-w ar period w ith 
con fid en ce and hope. O ut o f th e  struggle and sacrifices o f years o f war 
is bein g  born  a d eterm in atio n  in  all sections of th e  com m u n ity  for a 
better world. W hat its exact shape will be no one can at present foresee 
b u t m en  o f co m m o n  sense and goodw ill are resolved th a t war and 
in tern atio n a l rivalry shall be replaced by a system  o f friendly co llab ­
o ra tio n  and properly  organised  relatio n sh ip s, w h ich  w ill brin g  to  
m an kind , a greater m easure o f security  and happiness th a n  has yet 
b een  possible."*’

The first ten tative  steps for peacetim e reconstru ction  really began in  th e  
TU C during 1 9 4 2  w hen  form al discussions began betw een C itrine and 
his TU C colleagues and Arthur G reenw ood, th e  m in ister responsible for 
th e peacetim e agenda, and M inister w ithout Portfolio Sir W illiam  Jow itt. 
The TUC was keen th at th e  em ployer organisations should also be closely 
inv olv ed  in th e  process and th e  tw o sides o f ind ustry  proposed  th e 
crea tio n  o f a jo in t  advisory co m m itte e  o n  reco n stru ctio n . O n Ih  
D ecem ber 1 9 4 2  a jo in t  co u n cil in clu d in g  b o th  sides o f ind ustry  was 
established  under Jo w itt's  chairm an ship . Its stated aim  was to  ‘secure a 
m utual exch an g e o f  view s betw een rep resentatives o f labour and 
industry  and th e  M in ister w ith o u t P ortfo lio  o n  im p o rtan t issues ol 
general policy  arising out o f post-w ar reco n stru ctio n '.“*2 U n ion  leaders 
insisted  th e  jo in t cou ncil should 'n o t in  any way lim it or interfere with 
th e  righ t o f th e  TU C to  m ake a d irect app roach  to  any  m in ister oi 
d ep artm en t o f g o v ern m en t on  an y  p articu lar q u estio n  o f post-w ai 
policy'.'*^ C itrine was a m em ber o f th e  cou n cil a long w ith  senior un io n  
leaders, and th e  head o f th e  TU C research and eco n o m ic  dep artm ent, 
G eorge W oo d co ck , b ecam e its secretary. In its in itia l m eetin gs the 
cou n cil w restled w ith  th e  problem s th a t would arise in  th e  tran sitio n  
period b etw een th e  en d in g  o f h o stilities  and  th e  con v ersio n  o f  th t 
eco n o m y from  war to  peace. The TU C believed it would be im possible 
to  avoid  shortages and d islocation s unless 'm easures o f public control 
over prices, p rod u ction , d istribu tion  and co n su m p tio n ' co n tin u ed  'as 
long as circum stances required'. 'In fla tio n  and d eflation  m ust equally bt 
avoided and th e price level stabilised. Industrial raw m aterials m ust bt 
con tro lled  and properly a llocated ', said th e  1943  Congress report

D em obilisation  o f th e  arm ed forces and o f civil d efence workers musi 
be arranged w ith due regard to  th e  circu m stances and th e  o b jects  o t 

tran sitio n al policy. Public and private investm en t m ust be controlle»^
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and d irected . C o n su m er ra tio n in g  m ust be m ain ta in ed  and if
necessary extended.'*'^

it was TU C pressure th a t also led in  February 1 9 4 2  to  th e  gov ernm ent's  
crea tio n  o f an  in d ep en d en t inq u iry  to  ex a m in e  th e  future o f social 
insurance under th e  ch airm an sh ip  o f W illiam  Beveridge. A year earlier 
on  6 February 1941  at th e  h e ig h t o f th e  Blitz, a TU C d elegation  had 
urged M alco lm  M acD onald , th e  M inister o f H ealth, to  carry out a 'co m ­
prehensive exam in atio n ’ o f th e  existing social insurance system  w ith the 
aim  o f devising a better schem e for im p lem en tatio n  as soon  as th e  war 
was over.'*-'’ After som e m o n th s  o f d elib eration  th e  M in istry  o f H ealth 
ann ou nced  o n  2 2  M ay 1941 th a t th e  m atter should be dealt w ith  by an 
in ter-dep artm ental com m ittee  on  social insuran ce and allied  services to  
be chaired  by Beveridge, w ho at th a t tim e  was an  un der-secretary  in 
Bevin's dep artm ent. This was turned in  February 1 9 4 2  in to  a full-blow n 
in v estigation . T he TU C was to  be th e  first o rg an isa tio n  to  subm it 
detailed  ev id en ce to  Beveridge. T h is called  for th e  crea tio n  o f an 
inclusive cash  ben efits  sch em e cov ering  u n em p lo y m en t, sickness, 
m aternity , n o n -co m p en satab le  accidents, invalid ity , old age, blindness, 
death, w idow hood and orp h anhood . Those elig ible to  participate would 
con sist o f 'a ll gain fu lly  occu p ied  persons irrespective o f  in co m e '. T he 
TUC reco m m en d ed  a flat rate o f b en efit startin g  at £ 2  a w eek plus 
dependants' allow ances. C on trib u tio n s w ould be divided betw een half 
from th e state and 25 per cen t each  from  em ployers and insured workers. 
In ad d ition , th e  TU C favoured 'a com p reh en siv e  n a tio n a l m edical 
service' th a t was 'availab le  to  everybody in  th e  state '. W h ile  th e  TUC 
argued th a t th e  'w hole aim  and purpose o f social service is com p letely  
in con sisten t w ith  th e  fu rth eran ce  o f com m ercia l in terests  and there  
should be n o  room  for th a t in  th e  new  sch em e ', it believed  th e  trade 
unions 'w ith  th e ir long and honou rable  trad ition  o f service ought to  be 
preserved so th a t th e  b e n e fit o f  th e ir exp erien ce  and goodw ill can  be 
utilised in ad m in istra tio n  o n  b eh a lf o f th e  s t a t e ' . T h e  TU C also 
envisaged a role for local auth orities as th e  'm ed ium  for translatin g  in to  
action  n a tio n a l p o licy  in  th e ir  lo ca lities  for such services as m ay be 
decided'. T he TU C m et Beveridge o n  tw o separate occasions to  discuss 
their recom m en d ations. Beveridge argued in  his m em oirs th a t th e  TUC 
'in general agreed' w ith h im , except over industrial accidents w hich they 
believed should  have h igh er levels o f b e n e fit. Beveridge said th a t he 
succeeded in co n v in cin g  th e  TU C in  princip le to  d iscrim in ate betw een 
the short- and  long-term  cases o f in cap acity  th ro u gh  accident.'*^ His 
personal re lations w ith th e  TU C were m u ch  m ore am icable  th an  they
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had been with the wider trade union movement during the Great War 
The Beveridge Report won im m ediate support from the TUC general 
council when it was published on 19 December 1942 and it was seen by 
many trade union leaders as a vindication of their initial demands. The 
only genuine point o f disagreem ent between them  concerned 
Beveridge's belief that workmen's com pensation should be dealt with 
separately from other benefits. The 1943 Congress displayed its 
enthusiasm by passing a m otion that welcomed Beveridge's report as 'a 
constructive contribution to the establishm ent of social security' and 
deplored the governm ent’s 'hesitating attitude' towards its implemen 
tation."**^ The TUC demanded that 'preparation of legislation should 
com m ence immediately in order to give effect to the principles of the 
report with the least possible delay'.

The TUC also showed a strong interest in the future of education aftei 
the war as early as September 1942 w hen Congress backed a detailed 
m em orandum  on the subject. In his introduction to the docum ent 
Citrine envisaged the creation of a new schem e of secondary education 
to ensure older children aged 11 and over were given a fair chance to 
becom e 'worthy citizens of a dem ocratic s o c ie ty '.T h e  TUC called for a 
school building programme, a raising of the school leaving age from 14 
to 16, abolition of fees in secondary schools, the end of all private 
education and a reduction in class sizes. The TUC also called for the 
introduction of continual half-time education for young workers on two 
half-days a week release to the age of 18. 'Some may ask whether in these 
days of immediate stress we can afford time to consider education aftei 
the war'. Citrine wrote. 'The answer is that if we do not consider it now 
and if we do not have our plans ready and the necessary legislation on 
the statute book when hostilities cease, educational reform may well find 
itself left far behind in the welter of urgent problems which will th er 
beset us.'^® The 1943 government W hite Paper on education fell far shon 
of the TUC's proposals. 'They are the very m inim um  of reform necessary 
and express the hope that some im provem ents may be affected', 
com plained the Congress re p o r t .H o w e v e r , the TUC gave a warm 
welcome to the 1944 Education Act. 'For the first time in the educational 
history of this country it is proposed to lay the legislative foundations 
on the basis of w hich a com prehensive and coherent system of 
educational provision can be built', it a r g u e d .B u t  the TUC was critical 
of the lack of any firm governm ent com m itm ent to the raising of the 
school leaving age.

The TUC was also keen to establish a wide-ranging reconstruction 
programme for w hen the war ended. At the 1943 Congress delegates
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passed a com posite resolution calling for the preparation o f a 'general 
plan’ for the post-war revival o f the country's basic industries linked to 
a com m itm ent to full employm ent, a degree of national ownership or 
control over each industry, public control and direction of raw materials, 
the output of finished goods, prices and quality standards and what the 
'place and responsibility' of unions and the TUC should be in such a 
plan.‘’  ̂ Bryn Roberts, general secretary of the National Union of Public 
Employees, who moved the m otion, pointed out that the national crisis 
of war had 'compelled the application of socialistic principles and these 
had under actual test, even under the most unfavourable circumstances 
proved more effective and efficient than free enterprise'.'’'*

The resulting 1944 interim  reconstruction report remains a seminal 
document in the TUC's history. Its blend of hope and caution reflected 
the idealistic but also practical spirit of the times. Under C itrine's 
influence the report also laid out a general philosophy of trade unionism 
that was to  resonate through the difficult years of peace. The TUC 
emphasised that its ultim ate com m itm ent was to the m aintenance of a 
free and dem ocratic society in which trade unions were not subject to 
state control or legal restraints on their right to  frame policy and pursue 
activities in support of that policy. 'As voluntary associations of 
workpeople they must, in their policies, interpret the wishes of 
workpeople and their actions must be designed to protect and advance 
workpeople's com m on interests. Otherwise, though they may continue 
to exist as organisations, they will cease to be trade unions', it was 
argued.^^ However, the TUC accepted that this did not mean that trade 
unions could behave without any self-restraint in their legitimate pursuit 
of collective bargaining if full em ploym ent was to be achieved in 
peacetime. The report acknowledged that the key point was how the 
trade unions intended to  use their freedom of action as collective 
bargainers. 'It is clear to us that no governm ent can guarantee full 
employm ent unless they can be assured that the steps they are taking or 
propose to take, will not be rendered ineffective by the failure of other 
quite legitim ate but powerful interests including the trade union 
m ovem ent to  make their actions conform  to the achievem ent o f the 
same objective.' The TUC suggested that it could not be com m itted in 
advance to  the particular means to achieve the desired objective of full 
employment, but if the governm ent could guarantee price controls and 
seek similar com m itm ents from the trade unions on wages, there would 
have to be a positive response. 'In those circumstances it would be the 
duty of the trade union m ovem ent to  give suitable guarantees about 
wage settlements and reasonable assurances that such guarantees would
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be generally observed.' But the TUC also made it clear in its 1944  interim 
report that it was

not in any circum stances inviting the state to im pose a system  ot 
com pulsory arbitration in wage disputes or to m ake it a crim inal 
offence on the part of workmen to  refuse to accept th e  term s and 
conditions of a wage settlem ent. W e would in all cases insist that 
reliance must be placed upon the ability o f un ions to  secure the 
general com pliance of their mem bers and th at the  possib ility  of 
individuals or small groups refusing to conform  to general settlem ents 
should not be made the excuse for the im position o f legislative 
sanctions.

The tortured issue of state regulation and voluntarism was highlighted 
in particular in an appendix to the 1944 report w hich set out the  TUC's 
answers to  the questions that had been posed to the trade u n ion s by 
Beveridge over the achievem ent o f full em ploym ent and 'rising 
standards of living in a free society'. Beveridge had w anted to  know 
whether it was 'inevitable' in a seller's rather than a buyer's m arket that 
wages and prices would spiral upwards and lead to inevitable inflation, 
and if a steady demand for labour would fail to produce full em ploym ent 
unless labour was w illing to be more m obile than  it had been, and 
whether this was feasible. Was it possible, in other words, to  secure full 
employm ent without com prom ising trade union freedoms?^^ The TUC 
was unequivocal in its response. As it argued:

We are bound to insist that in all circumstances trade unions should 
retain their present freedom from legal restraints upon their right to 
frame policy and pursue activities in support of that policy and should 
even be given greater legal freedom in those respects than they now 
possess. As voluntary associations of workpeople, they must in theii 
policies interpret the wishes of workpeople and their actions must be 
designed to protect and advance workpeople's com m on interests. 
Otherwise though they may continue to exist as organisations, they 
will cease to be trade unions.

No satisfactory conclusion was in fact reached during the im portant 
exchange of views between Citrine and Beveridge in early 1944 after the 
publication of the governm ent's own W hite Paper on em ploym ent. 
Citrine told him that the unions remained 'resolutely opposed to any 
method of wage fixation by decree' as they had been from the beginninjj
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of the war. He tried, however, to assure Beveridge that 'it would be 
possible through the collective organisation of the TUC to prevent too 
great a surge of wage demands from individual unions'.-''^ The difficulties 
of trying to reconcile free wage bargaining with the state's com m itm ent 
to 'full' em ploym ent were to grow after 1945. But the TUC played a key 
part in establishing a national consensus that placed the achievem ent 
of full em ploym ent as a high priority in government econom ic policy.

For Bevin, who did not really approve o f Beveridge's attitude, the 
coalition 's 1944 em ploym ent W hite Paper was a strong sign of the 
coalition 's determ ination that there would be no return to the dole 
queues, means tests and the human misery of the inter-war depression. 
In a speech w elcom ing its publication he told the Com m ons of a 
meeting he had had with soldiers of the 50th  Division embarking for 
the beaches of Normandy.

They were going off to face this terrific battle with great hearts and 
great courage. The one question they put to me when 1 went through 
their ranks was 'Ernie, w hen we have done this job for you are we 
going back to the dole?' (HON MEMBERS: Ernie?) Yes, it was put to me 
in that way because they knew me personally. They were members of 
my own union and 1 think the sense in which the word Ernie was used 
can be understood. Both the Prime M inister and I answered: 'No you 
are not'.®*^

But Bevin was also convinced that the official com m itm ent to full 
em ploym ent would require a much more interventionist role for the 
state with a 'new  code of conduct for industry'. For its part, the TUC 
was doubtful w hether any future state direction of the m ovem ent of 
labour after the war was possible for more than a lim ited period of 
transition.

The trade union movement will never surrender its bargaining powers 
or undertake to use them  for any purpose other than those of 
protecting and advancing the interests of workpeople. It cannot 
com m it itself in advance to the relaxation or m odification of any of 
its practices nor can it give pledges as to its future actions in the 
absence of firm undertakings about the policy of the government and 
the obligations to be entered into by all other parties.

The TUC recognised the need for balance. It saw that its task was 'at one 
and the same tim e to inspire the governm ent to pursue a proper
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em p lo y m en t policy  and  to  p rotect w orkpeople against unnecessary 
e n cro a ch m e n t up on th e ir  freedom  o f a c tio n '. H ow ever, despite th is, 
C itrine  for one believed 'a price m ust be paid' for full em p loym ent. The 
TUC general cou ncil w anted a return to  individual freedom  for labour as 
soo n  as possib le o n ce  th e  war was over. But unless th e  trade u n ion s 
developed an alternative volu ntary schem e for supplying vital labour a 
c o n tin u a tio n  o f com p u lsory  pow ers b y  th e  state looked  unavoid able. 
C itrine  reasoned. H owever, his sensible views were re jected  in O ctober 
1944  by th e  general cou n cil. There were clear lim its to  how  far th e  TUC 
would be allow ed to  go in devising a n atio n al eco n o m ic  strategy.

A sim ilar cau tion  was also im posed o n  th e  TU C by affiliate  u n io n s on  
any reform  o f  trade u n io n  structure in  th e  n am e o f  closer un ity . The 
1944  TU C interim  report o n  th e  sub ject turned out to  be little  m ore than  
a reassertion o f th e  princip les laid dow n in th e  T U C 's exam in atio n  of 
th e  problem  back in 19 2 7 . C itrine accepted  th e  TU C m ay have gained 
m ore au th o rity  and in flu e n ce  over its  affiliates, th e  state, em p loyer 
associations and th e general public during th e  war so th a t it could  adopt 
and pursue a un ited  TU C  p olicy  but h e also acknow ledged  th e  TU C 
could  n o t exercise an y  d o m in a n t pow er over its m em bers. 'I t  is n o t 
always recognised th a t th e  TU C ca n n o t com pel its affiliated  u n ion s to 
m ake substantial changes in th eir o rg an isation ', argued th e  report.

Each u n io n  is au to n o m o u s and is at liberty  to  accep t or re ject th e  
advice o f th e  general cou n cil as it m ay feel d isposed. It is clear, 
therefore, th a t in th e  absence o f pow er to  enforce  structural changes, 
th e  m ax im u m  th e  general co u n cil can  do is to  persuade u n io n s to  
adopt such m easures as in  th e  exp erience o f th e  cou n cil m ay appear 
necessary.^*’

This m ean t th e  cause o f industrial u n ion ism  was n o t going to  succeed in 
the British trade un ion  m ovem ent. T he best th e  TU C could  hope for was 
to  encourage m ore u n io n s to  am algam ate w ith o n e  an oth er. M oreover, 
th e  TU C recognised  th e  value o f e x istin g  structural d iversity w hich 
reflected 'generations o f industrial exp erience' w ith roots going deep into 
th e  lives o f  th e  w orkers. T h e  trade u n io n  m o v em en t could  n o t have 
survived, it argued, 'unless it had m et th e  essential needs o f th e  w orking 
class. N oth ing m ust be d one to  destroy th e  stability th a t has been gained 
over th ese  m any years.' W hile  'basic structural ch an g es ' were 'im p racti­
cable ', th e  TU C had to  m ake th e best it could  o f existing  realities.

H ow ever, th e  report a lso  acknow ledged  th e  u n ity  th e  TU C had 
ach ieved  during th e  war w ould be m u ch  m ore d ifficu lt to  sustain  in
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peacetim e co n d itio n s. And yet th is w ould be crucial if th e  TU C really 
hoped to  acquire 'a voice in d eterm in ing  post-w ar policy n atio n a lly  and 
in tern atio n ally '. As it explained :

I he qu estio n  th e  M ovem ent will be called  upon to  answ er at m any 
stages and o n  m an y su b jects  will be as to  w h eth er th e  trade un io n  
m ov em ent alone, in a ch an g in g  world, can  retain its pre-war ideas o f 
organisation . This q u estio n  m ay be even m ore pointed  w hen vested 
interests are being assailed in plans for th e  reorganisation  o f industry.

The TU C accepted  th at m an y  em ployers sym p athetic  to  w orking w ith 
u n ion s w anted  th e  u n io n s to  stren g th en  th e ir  a u th o rity  over th e ir 
m em bers to  ensure closer co llab o ratio n  w ith m an agem en t. The report 
ad m itted  'th a t  in tern a l co n serv atism ' w ith in  trade u n io n s was 
'responsible for som e o f th e  obstacles w ith w hich  th e  d evelopm ent o f 
m axim um  trade u n io n  e ffic ien cy  is co n fro n te d '. 'P ractica l exp erien ce 
shows th a t th e  obstacle to  greater coh esio n  is th e  ten d en cy  to  struggle 
for th e  u n io n  or th e  th eory  o f organisation , in  w hich m em bers have an 
interest or a loyalty , rather th a n  for th e  trade u n io n  m o v em en t as a 
w hole.'

In black typ e th e  T U C 's report h igh ligh ted  w hat it saw as th e  basic 
problem :

I'he ou tstand in g  fact is th a t th e  on ly  solu tion  to  our problem  is th at 
th e  u n io n s th em selves m ust strive for c loser u n ity  and  resolu tely  
pursue th a t end, probably m aking som e sacrifices on  th e  way, u n til it 
is achieved . T hat fact has been know n for a long tim e. But it has still 
to  be faced. T he trade u n io n  m ovem ent in a ch an g in g  world ca n n o t 
retain  its pre-w ar co n ce p tio n  o f org an isa tio n  if it is to  prosper and 
effic ien tly  fulfil its ideological and practical fun ctions.

Instead o f co n cen tra tin g  o n  trade un ion  structure, th e  report suggested 
that it was best to  exam in e trade u n io n  fu n ctio n s. Here C itrin e  laid out 
his blueprint for a m odern un ion  m ovem ent for post-w ar Britain. In th e  
n eg otia tio n  o f  wages, hours and co n d itio n s  o f labour, trade un ion s 
would need to  use research, statistical and specialist tech n ica l services 
and w ork to g eth er on  co m m o n  claim s, th u s avoid ing  self-d estructive 
com petition . 'There is n o th in g  revolutionary in the proposals', adm itted 
Citrine. 'In  th e  m ain th e suggestion is that there should be a speeding up 
and further d evelop m ent o f th e  ad aptations w hich  have already been 
found practicable and necessary.' It would be w rong to  suggest that th e
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TU C's approach in 1 9 4 3 -4 4  am ou nted  to  a m issed opportu nity . But it 
rem ains hard to  reco n cile  th e  T U C 's aw areness o f w hat w ould be 
required in th e wider political eco n o m y to  secure trade u n io n  ob jectives 
o n  em p lo ym en t and industrial p artic ip ation  w ith its cautious view  o f 
w hat was possible in th e  face o f trade u n io n  au ton om y. However, th e  
1944  d o cu m en t h in ted  at future d ev elop m ents and  m ade it clear th e  
TUC w ould have to  m odernise itself and could not go back to  th e  world 
o f th e  inter-w ar years.

W h en  th e  general e lec tio n  was called  in  Ju ly  1 9 4 5  after v icto ry  in 
Europe, th e  TUC issued a 'call to  th e  w orkers' urging th em  to  vote for 
th e  Labour Party. This self-con fid ent m an ifesto  reflected  th e  advances it 
had m ade during th e  war. It em phasised  th ey  should  do so first o f all 
because o f  th e  need to  prevent a 'h asty  and ill-con sid ered  rem oval o f 
public co n tro ls ' w hich  would lead to  soaring prices, 'an  artifical boom , 
inevitably  follow ed by an  industrial slum p as widespread and severe as 
any experienced  in th e  years follow ing th e last w ar'.'’ ’ The TUC painted 
a lurid picture o f w hat m igh t happen to  th e  wages, salaries and savings 
o f workers in th e  event o f a Conservative victory. It warned that controls 
would be necessary to  prevent eco n o m ic  and industrial exp lo ita tion  and 
'as a m eans o f enlarging th e  boundaries' o f w orkpeople's freedom . The 
TU C accep ted  th a t th ere  could  n o t be w holesale n a tio n a lisa tio n  of 
industry, but it called for th e  public ow nership o f coal and power, iron 
and steel and in ternal transport services as an 'im m ed iate  necessity '. It 
also called  for th e  in trod u ction  of a 40 -h o u r w orking w eek w ithout loss 
o f pay and tw o weeks' paid holiday for all workers. A Labour governm ent 
would back social security and a national health  service for everybody 
The TU C accepted th a t there m ight be a need for a con tin u ed  d irection 
o f labour, thou gh  this w ould be relaxed 'to  th e greatest possible exten t 
con sisten t w ith th e n atio n al needs o f post-w ar reconstru ction  in order 
to  reinstate th e  personal freedom  and th e  rights o f th e  individual citizen 
for w hich  th e  Labour M ovem ent has always con tend ed  and for w hich 
th is war was fought'. T he TUC also called  for raising th e  school leaving 
age over three years to  16 and th e  ab o litio n  o f all fee-paying schools It 
added th a t Labour w ould also ensure th e  repeal o f th e  'in iq u ito u s' 1927 
I'rade D ispute and Irade U nions Act to  allow  freedom  o f association for 
all workers.

I'he e x te n t o f th e  T U C 's grow th o f pow er and in flu en ce  th a t haa 
taken place during th e Second W orld  W ar was spelt ou t by C itrine  in 
his final address to  th e  1 9 4 6  Congress o n  receipt o f his gold badge as he 
m oved o n  to  th e  N ational Coal Board after 22  years' service w ith  th t 
TU C. 'T h e  au th o rity  o f th e  TU C is now  in  th e  ind ustrial sphere of



organised w orkers not on ly  un ch allenged  but u n ch allen g eab le ', he told  
delegates. C itrine recalled w hen  he jo in ed  th e  TU C in  1 9 2 4  th e  parlia­
m entary co m m ittee  and th e  new ly form ed general co u n cil had relied 
on  th e  'personality  and e loq u en ce  o f particular trade u n io n  officers to 
extricate th e  Congress from  very com p licated  situ ations'. But over tim e 
th e  general cou n cil had acquired a self-con fid ence w hich  ensured th at 
it got its way w ith delegates by com m an d in g  respect. At th e  sam e tim e 
Congress itself was less likely to  be swept aw ay by oratory and was m ore 
con cern ed  w ith  policies based on  facts and analysis. 'W e have passed 
from th e  era o f propaganda to  o n e  o f responsibility ', he a d d e d .In d e e d , 
in 1 9 4 6  th e  TU C stood  at th e  peak o f its n a tio n a l au th o rity  and 
in fluence. In war as in peace, th e  B ev in -C itrin e  a llian ce ensured th a t 
th e  TUC had stood th e test o f th e  greatest th reat th a t B rita in  faced in 
m odern tim es. T he praise it received across th e  p olitical spectrum  was 
well deserved. The TU C -  despite its in ternal weaknesses and hesitations 
-  had at last becom e a respected and effective n atio n a l in stitu tio n . In 
their d iffering ways but w ith  clear-sighted ob jectiv es Bevin and C itrine 
had d em onstrated  th eir p ractical co m m o n  sense and co m m itm e n t to 
th e  m o b ilisa tio n  o f th e  trad e u n io n s th ro u g h  th e  TU C  -  from  th e 
shopfloor to  W h iteh all -  in th e  W orkers W ar.
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3
Trade Union Freedom and the 
Labour Movement: Arthur Deakin, 
Frank Cousins and the Transport 
and General Workers Union 
1945-1964

No union has contributed more in organised strengtti, in practical 
wisdom and in imaginative vision to tiie success of the Labour partv 
than the Transport and General Woricers union.

Clement Attlee'

Brothers, we have got to recognise the difficulties that confront us aiio 
act with a sense of responsibility, while expressing our determination 
to secure those conditions that will make for a reduction in the price  ̂
level and increase the level of the wages that we get.

Arthur Deakin^

The general executive council of my union firmly believe that its job 
is to improve the standard of living of our people. We are not satisfied 
even to maintain it. We know the economic struggle that the country 
is facing but we also know that we are governed by a body which 
advised us that we were coming into an era of prosperity in an 
atmosphere of free for all. We have said and we mean it that if it is a 
free for all, we are part of the all.

Frank CousmS'^

102



The Transport and General Workers Union was always the colossus of 
the Labour Movement from the moment of its formation through 
mergers in 1922 under the visionary leadership of Ernest Bevin.'* During 
the period immediately after the Second World War, it became the 
largest trade union in the western industrialised world, claiming over 
1.3 million members by the middle of the 1950s. The TGWU's massive 
block vote of 1 million in the 1950s out of a total conference vote of just 
over 6 million was used ruthlessly to dominate policy-making at party 
conference as well as to decide who sat on most of the National 
Executive Committee and the all-important Conference Arrangements 
(Committee. Labour leaders always tried to make sure the TGWU was on 
their side in their inner-party battles. In power and influence, it towered 
over the other trade unions affiliated to the party. Only the National 
Union of Mineworkers enjoyed comparable strength and that union’s 
importance went into serious decline during the 1950s in line with the 
loss of jobs in the contracting coal industry. The pivotal role played by 
the TGWU in TUC and Labour Party politics, however, was not simply 
due to the sheer size of its mass membership translated into a huge block 
vote. Its strategic position also owed a great deal to the strong character 
and robust opinions of the union’s successive general secretaries.

Ik>vin deliberately created a highly centralised trade union, designed 
to unify the often conflicting sectional interests that existed between its 
disparate members. Its sense of purpose and direction therefore came 
primarily from the personal abilities of the man who reigned at the top 
of the union. The authority he wielded was strengthened enormously 
by the fact that the post of general secretary was the only one in the 
TGWU elected through a branch ballot vote of the entire membership. 
'The general secretary represented the unity of the union', explained 
Alan Bullock in his biography of Bevin. 'He was the man who held it 
together and resisted the particularist tendencies of the trade groups. It 
was to the general secretary that the executive looked for guidance in 
formulating policy and under his supervision that the officers carried 
out the executive’s decisions.'^

The union's unique structure reflected Bevin's personal domination. 
He used it to turn himself into the indispensable figure both in the mod­
ernisation of the TUC with its general secretary Walter Citrine after the 
1926 General Strike as well as in the return of the Labour Party to the 
mainstream of national politics in the aftermath of the 1931 election 
disaster. Without the TGWU's moderating influence, it is doubtful 
whether Labour would have accomplished even a limited electoral 
recovery during the years leading up to the outbreak of the Second
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World War. However, the TGWU often looked to the outside world as 
little more than Bevin's creature. He seemed to control or at least 
dom inate its internal proceedings through both the union's general 
executive council and the biennial delegate conference by the sheer force 
of his dynamic but overbearing personality. But in May 1940 Bevin was 
seconded from the TGWU by W inston Churchill to join his coalition 
government as Minister of Labour with the task of mobilising Britain's 
workers for total war against Nazism. He turned out to be one of the great 
successes of that administration in the eventual achievem ent of victory. 
After 1945 Bevin, as Foreign Secretary, was an impressive guarantor of 
Labour's peacetim e social revolution with its com m itm ent to full 
employment, the creation of a national health service and the nation­
alisation of key industries like coal, the railways and iron and steel.

Deakin and the social settlement
The history of the TGWU between 1945 and 1964, however, suggests 
that the union did not require a larger than life figure like Bevin in order 
to exercise effective power and influence over the rest of the Labour 
Movement. Both Arthur Deakin, general secretary from February 1946 
until his death on May day 1955, and Frank Cousins, who held the post 
from March 1956 until June 1969, were to dem onstrate in their 
contrasting ways just how important the TGWU continued to be after 
Bevin's departure in ensuring the party's political success as well as its 
internal cohesion.

Deakin's posthumous reputation has suffered badly, especially from 
the hands of his own union. He is invariably portrayed by the TGWU as 
a tyrannical figure of 'darkness', an anti-Com m unist autocrat who tried 
to dom inate the union with a rod of iron against an increasingly restive 
rank and file hostile to wage restraint. 'In running the union Deakin 
resembled a small businessm an in outlook, rather than the leader oi 
hundreds of thousands of industrial workers', wrote future TGWU 
general secretary Jack Jones, who disliked Deakin's right-wing anti 
Com m unist Labour politics, perhaps more than his autocratic style ot 
running the union.^ But Geoffrey Goodm an -  no enthusiast -  wrote in 
his biography of Frank Cousins that Deakin was 'a strange m ixture . 
Outwardly he was a 'hard, ruthless, blustering, bully-like m an', but 
behind the 'iron mask was an unexpectedly sensitive and generous 
hum an being'.^ M ichael Foot -  from a hostile Bevanite perspective -  
described Deakin as 'a fierce, breezy, irascible, stout-hearted bison of a 
man who genuinely believed that any proposition he could force
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through his union executive must be the will of the people and more 
especially the will of Ernest Bevin whose requirements he had normally 
taken the precaution of finding out in advance'. Foot also believed he 
'lacked Bevin's redeeming powers of imaginative rumination'.*^ It is true 
Deakin was no Bevin but then there has never been anybody else like 
Bevin in the trade union m ovem ent. However, when judged by any 
other standard, Deakin turned out to be an impressive and effective 
general secretary who m aintained the TGWU as a powerful and 
responsible force in a period that turned out to be, but perhaps did not 
seem so at the time, Labour's golden age. It is no exaggeration to assert 
that it was the TGWU and the TUC under Deakin's leadership that 
helped to save the Attlee government from econom ic disaster. Between 
February 1948 and the summer of 1950  Deakin -  at first with under­
standable reluctance and then with characteristic enthusiasm -  took the 
lead inside the TUC in trying to restrain pay demands among the rank 
and file at a time of full employment.

Deakin was one of the most belligerent cham pions of Labour's post­
war social settlem ent. Professor Hugh Clegg believed Deakin equalled 
Bevin in his courage and 'cam e near to him in force of character', while 
sharing most of the same values, although he lacked Bevin's genius for 
'an intuitive grasp of situations and problems and how they could be 
handled'.^ Philip W illiams described Deakin in his biography of Hugh 
Gaitskell as: 'one of those vigorous, boisterous, extroverted and 
intolerant working-class characters whose bullying and crudity are 
readily excused by intellectuals who like their politics but never forgiven 
by those who do not'. But Deakin belonged to that small group of post­
war national trade union leaders who 'in  the precarious econom ic 
situation after the war used their great bargaining power with restraint'. 
Despite persistent left-wing criticism, Deakin and others like him, wrote 
Williams, 'improved their members' real standard of living substantially 
without im posing the arbitrary injustice of inflation on the poor and 
weak and they made It possible under the Attlee Cabinet to  reconstruct 
the econom y and lay the foundations for lasting prosperity on which 
future governments failed to build'.*®

Deakin was acting TGWU general secretary during Bevin's absence at 
the Ministry of Labour between May 1940 and July 1945. It was under 
his leadership that the TGWU grew in membership during the Second 
World War. There is no reason to believe he was anything less than 
com petent and diligent both in managing the union and acting on its 
behalf in the m obilisation of the organised working class under crisis 
conditions. The shopfloor war effort owed much to the work of the trade
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unions, and not least to the TGWU. Deakin played a key role among 
that remarkable generation of Labour Movement leaders who helped to 
defeat Nazism and prepare for post-war reconstruction. W hatever his 
personal feelings m ight have been towards Bevin, Deakin remained 
publicly his faithful and able lieutenant. But it was in the immediately 
post-war period that he came into his own and out from under Bevin's 
massive shadow. Deakin proved to be a passionate and loyal cham pion 
of Labour's cause whether the party was in government or opposition. 
It is true he would often wield his u n io n ’s huge block vote at party 
conferences to obstruct the party's increasingly vociferous left-wing. In 
alliance with W ill Lawther, president of the National Union of 
Mineworkers, and Tom Williamson, general secretary of the General and 
Municipal Workers, Deakin became a pivotal figure in the so-called TUC 
Junta. This group acted as a formidable praetorian guard, protecting the 
Labour leadership from its party enemies. The total vote of their unions 
am ounted to nearly a third of the votes in the party conference. The 
unswerving support given by the TGWU leadership to the post-war 
Labour governm ent, both  inside the TUC as well as the party, was 
undoubtedly a crucial factor in consolidating its overall achievements. 
Vic Allen in his portrait of Deakin went so far as to suggest he occupied 
the role W alter Citrine had played when strategically minded TUC 
general secretary until his departure to the National Coal Board in 
September 1946. He was 'the central figure of a small but influential 
group of union leaders whose unions accounted for almost half the total 
affiliated membership of the TU C '.”  During the period of the Attlee 
governm ent it was Deakin -  with occasional interventions from Bevin 
at the Foreign Office at times of national crisis -  and not the mediocre 
TUC general secretary Vincent Tewson who played the dynamic role in 
the developm ent of that vital political and social network of power and 
influence, which was established between senior cabinet ministers and 
union leaders and underpinned the stability of the Labour government 
Deakin was delighted at the degree of access to government department' 
that the trade unions gained for the first time during those years. 'We 
have an open door in relation to all state departments and are thus able 
to get our difficulties examined in such a way as would not have beer, 
possible with any other party in governm ent', he told A lle n .D e a k in  
was an active m em ber of a num ber of tripartite organisations that 
continued to function after the war including the N ational Jo in t 
Advisory Council and the Jo in t Consultative Committee. The Economic 
Planning Board, established in 1947, also provided senior union leaders 
like Deakin with the direct opportunity to influence government policy-
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But the TUC did not enjoy unquestioning access to ministers. There was 
no general TUC right, for example, to be consulted on the drawing up 
of legislation for taking private industries into the state sector. As 
Norman Chester wrote in his official history of nationalisation: ‘The 
r u e  and the unions found the fact that a Labour governm ent was in 
power did not elim inate the need for formal consultative machinery. 
Indeed, at first they had to fight hard for the principle of being 
consulted on those matters which were directly within their sphere of 
i n t e r e s t . B u t  for the most part the TUC and the government managed 
to work in harm ony together. The com m on understanding between the 
ideology and instincts of the party and the trade unions during those 
years owed much to Deakin's steadfastness under external as well as 
internal union pressure.

Kenneth Morgan suggested 'the Labour government's unity was based, 
more than at any other tim e in its history, on the projection of a 
traditional programme of protection for the working class and 
recognition of the unions as a new estate of the r e a l m ' . T h i s  did not 
mean the governm ent-trade union relationship was not without its 
strains. Some cabinet ministers, notably Emanuel Shinwell as Minister of 
Fuel and Power and Herbert M orrison, Lord President of the Council, 
were less than punctilious in drawing union leaders into the policy­
making process or even keeping them  inform ed on w hat they were 
doing. No formalised structure of liaison was created to  keep the 
government and the TUC in close touch as occurred in the 1970s. As a 
result, the TUC com plained about the lack of ministerial consultation 
over key decisions on a num ber of occasions. But in a very deep and 
personal way the em otional ties between the party and the big trade 
unions like the TGWU rem ain crucial for any understanding o f the 
strengths and weaknesses of the Attlee government.

I he im portance of Deakin to the success of the special relationship 
between the party leadership and the unions can be gleaned from a 
variety of contem porary sources but especially from his m any verbal 
interjections at the union's biennial delegate conferences, in his signed 
articles in its m onthly journal -  the TGWU Record -  and above all in his 
quarterly reports to the union's general executive council. Despite his 
bluster and notoriously short temper Deakin could be a persuasive and 
thoughtful advocate of what was a new kind of trade unionism  shaped 
by Citrine and Bevin before the war. This sought to  transcend the 
industrial politics o f collective bargaining and to concentrate on 
extending the power and responsibilities that Deakin believed organised 
labour ought to exercise in the interests o f an econom ic strategy that
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sought full employment, more social justice and greater equality. The 
resulting social contract of the 1940s may have fallen far short of the 
centralised national coordination practised successfully by Social 
Democratic governments in Scandinavia with their trade union allies 
during that period but it still represented a significant modification to 
the traditional British system of voluntarism, where trade unions -  
outside the exigencies of wartime conditions -  sought to keep the state 
out of their bargaining activities with employers. The impressive unity 
displayed by the 'contentious alliance' between 1945 and 1951 was based 
on a shared sense of working-class solidarity. By contrast the tangled 
relationship between Labour governments and a more decentralised 
trade union movement during the 1960s and the late 1970s was to prove 
much more difficult to sustain than in the Attlee years. Of course, the 
social circumstances of the period immediately after the end of the war 
encouraged greater working-class cohesion. Faith in voluntarism and 
rank and file support in the trade unions for the first majority Labour 
government in history was of crucial importance in ensuring the defence 
of its achievements. But it would be churlish to ignore the enormous 
contribution that proletarian patriots like Deakin made to Mr Attlee’s 
overall performance.

Deakin himself always took collective loyalty to the Labour Movement 
seriously. As he explained in his quarterly report to the union's general 
executive council shortly after the party's 1945 election victory:

We must realise the new government will require all our assistance 
and understanding in the tasks that lie ahead. Very clearly, if we are 
to bring about economic security and a great measure of social recon­
struction it will be necessary for everyone to pull their weight; in other 
words, we have got to work well to live well.’ -'’

The TGWU had strengthened its own position in the parliamentary 
Labour Party at the 1945 general election. Not only was Bevin appointed 
foreign secretary. Others from among the union's sponsored MPs were 
also given senior posts in the new government with Sir Ben Smith as 
Minister of Food and W. J. Edwards Civil Lord of the Admiralty. In 
addition, the TGWU was proud to proclaim three of its sponsored MP̂  
were also parliamentary under-secretaries at the Home Office and 
Colonial Office and a parliamentary secretary at the Ministry of Health 
As many as 39 of the Labour MPs in the 1945 parliament were directl> 
sponsored by the TGWU. But it is true the proportion of union- 
sponsored Labour VIPs in the parliamentary party was lower than it haf̂
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been before, consisting of only 120 out of the 393 sitting on the 
government benches.

From the early months of the Labour government Deakin called on 
workers to demonstrate their loyalty to their trade unions as well as the 
new political order. 'Nothing could be more fatal to the restoration of 
our economy and to the creation of the new wealth we must have if we 
are to have higher standards of living than a repetition of the unofficial 
strikes we have witnessed during the past month, particularly in the 
docks', he told his general executive council in December 1 9 4 5 . He 
attacked unofficial strikers in the Port of London, suggesting their 
behaviour played ‘into the hands of reactionary elements'. Deakin 
believed in what he called 'an orderly society' through an acceptance 
of voluntary negotiation based on collective bargaining through 
industry-based joint councils.'^ He understood and sympathised with 
the Labour government's efforts to restore Britain's war-shattered 
economy to peacetime conditions. Deakin urged the union's members 
to back the 'great drive for exports' and to show the 'greatest possible 
measure of loyalty, self-discipline, patience and restraint on the part of 
the public generally'.’” 'If we are to make up the goods in short supply 
and at the same time develop our export trade to the greatest possible 
extent, it can only be done by a measure of control within a planned 
economy', he explained in his spring 1946 executive council report. 'If 
we fail to do this then I am convinced that we shall repeat the errors of 
those fateful years between 1921 and 1933 which followed from the 
false prosperity arising from our failure to grapple in a practical way with 
the conditions that obtained at the end of the first world war.''® Deakin 
warned his members of the economic rigours that lay ahead and said 
he was disturbed at the way in which they accepted 'the propaganda 
carried on against the continuance of controls'. 'Whilst this form of 
restraint is naturally irksome and repressive in war-time it is, in my view, 
very necessary and we should accept for a considerable period of time 
ahead that orderly approach to our economic problems which will 
enable us to gradually get back to our normal trade both in the home 
and export markets.'

Deakin was never Labour's fair-weather friend. He believed his union 
must defend and fight for the party against its innumerable enemies in 
bad as well as good times. However, he was always keen to try and ensure 
the political and industrial objectives of the Labour Movement were kept 
separate. Deakin never held a high regard for most politicians and was 
keen they should keep their noses out of internal trade union affairs. 
• his often led to an apparent confusion. At the 1946 party conference he
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moved а resolution urging the Labour government to 'require all 
employers to negotiate the introduction of the 40-hour working week 
with the trade unions' in line with TUC policy. During his speech Deakin 
suggested the trade unions did 'not want to use the political 
organisation' of the party to secure a reduction in working hours, arguing 
that it could be 'best achieved through our industrial machine and 
through the usual channels of negotiation'.^» However, Deakin went on 
to demand that George Isaacs, Minister of Labour, be given enabling 
powers to force employers and unions to bargain together over the 
working hours issue. This would enable him to tell both sides of industry: 
'Get together. Shorten the hours of work within a reasonable period of 
time.' Deakin argued that a shorter working week was 'an indispensable 
condition to our industrial progress and to the promotion and 
maintenance of high efficiency in industry'.

But as an increasingly important figure on the TUC's economic 
committee, Deakin was also painfully aware of the mounting economic 
troubles confronting the Attlee government. He welcomed the TUC's 
growing involvement in discussions with the Treasury on macro- 
economic policy. ' The trade union movement at this time is developing 
a wider sphere of activity and is required to assume a greater degree of 
responsibility than at any previous time in its history', he told his general 
executive council in his fourth quarterly report for 1946.^'

It might be said that the function of the trade union movement is 
changing considerably. We are no longer confined to the limited 
function of dealing merely with wages and ordinary conditions of 
employment. Trade unions have a part to play in the planning of that 
economy which will provide full employment and rising standards ol 
life, developing a relationship within socialised services which calls 
for a new approach and understanding with an acceptance of respon 
sibility to the masses of the people. The acquisition of power leaves 
us with no middle course. We must face up to the fact that power 
carries with it responsibility.

At times, Deakin often gave the mistaken impression that the TGWU 
was almost alone in carrying all the responsibilities for the management 
of the post-war economy on its massive shoulders. As he explained to 
his executive council:

We are now facing the most critical period following the war. The 
government cannot alone solve those pressing problems with which
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we are faced. Production and nothing shiort of maximum effort on the 
part of all concerned will bring about those conditions which will 
enable us to produce the goods we require and maintain those services 
which are essential to our national development, with the realisation 
of our policy of full employment and rising standards of life. We must 
face up to our responsibility, leaving our members in no doubt 
whatsoever that it all depends upon them. There must be no side­
stepping of responsibility or refusal to face up to the obvious. Nothing 
else but an all-out effort will pull us through.^^

Deakin was prepared to go a long way in his support for the government 
with his calls for higher productivity and improvements in workplace 
efficiency. As a member of the Anglo-American Council on Productivity, 
established by Chancellor Sir Stafford Cripps in 1948, he was an 
enthusiast for a better utilisation of labour, the introduction of new 
production techniques and more industrial investment. Nor was Deakin 
opposed to a revival of the joint production committees, which had been 
so important in mobilising industrial performance during the war. 'This 
type of joint consultation is essential and should be developed', he wrote 
in the TGWU Record?--  ̂ But he argued this should be done without 
Involving such bodies in wage bargaining. Deakin remained ferociously 
hostile to unofficial strikers and sought to prevent the breakdown of 
recognised industrial relations procedures, especially in the docks where 
he found himself at loggerheads with the union’s militants in ports like 
Liverpool, Hull and London. He was always suspicious of the behaviour 
of shop stewards, regarding them as too often a disruptive and 
disobedient Communist menace and with the coming of the Cold War 
as part of a wider political conspiracy to subvert the economy.

As President of the World Federation of Trade Unions between 1946 
and 1949, Deakin also became increasingly aware of the Soviet 
Communist domination of that organisation, particularly over the 
Marshall Plan. In early 1949 Deakin and the TUC walked out of the 
WF ru and helped in July to form a new anti-Communist international 
body -  the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions. It was 
during the same year that Deakin also led the way to suppress 
Communist activism in the TUC and affiliate unions, not least in his 
own where an estimated nine Communists sat on the TGWU’s thirty- 
four-strong general executive council and three of the eight-strong 
finance and general purposes committee were Communist Party 
members. At the union's 1949 biennial conference Deakin took the lead 
in having Communists and Fascists banned from holding full-time office
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in the TGWU. Such illiberal behaviour reflected the em otions of the 
time. International events such as Stalin's blockade of West Berlin and 
the capture of power by the Communists in Czechoslovakia did much 
to alienate Labour M ovem ent sympathies for the Soviet U nion .2“* But 
Deakin's anti-C om m unist tirades were over-zealous and sim plistic, 
especially during the unofficial dock strikes of the period. The most 
authoritative account of that industrial conflict carried out by K. G. J. C. 
Knowles suggested Com m unist strength was due mainly to weaknesses 
in the TGWU's structure which failed to articulate genuine grievances. 
'The history of all these strikes reveals not only a resentm ent by the 
dockers of the tight discipline necessitated by decasualisation of the 
industry but also an enduring suspicion of their own main union which 
seems to  have been aggravated by union participation -  however 
defensible -  in the managerial functions of the Dock Labour Board', 
explained K n o w le s .A  study of the internal affairs of Deakin's union 
by a young American Joseph Goldstein, published in 1952, characterised 
the TGWU as 'an oligarchy at every level of its structure, failing to elicit 
the active participation of its members'.^® Although any similar analysis 
in other unions would have probably revealed the same representation 
problem, it is clear that the TGWU was suffering from atrophy, although 
it seems improbable to  believe the rank and file was to the political let’ 
of Deakin, at least on international issues. However, his an ti­
com m u nism  was often extrem e and unconvincing, even by the 
standards of his day. He even blamed a Com m unist 'fifth colum n' for 
the loss of some Labour parliamentary seats in the 1950 general election 
such as Bexley, Govan, Shipley and Glasgow Scotstoun.^^

Deakin was by no means a sturdy cham pion of freedom in industrial 
relations despite his hatred for Com m unism . He was quite ready, foi 
exam ple, to throw his formidable support behind state regulations to 
control the m ovement of workers to meet supply bottlenecks caused by 
labour shortages. He also accepted the continuation of the National 
Arbitration Order 1305 imposed by the government in 1940 after the end 
of the war. This was supposed to outlaw strikes through the imposition of 
compulsory arbitration. Deakin also favoured other forms of governmeni 
control to  manage the econom y such as the regulation of trade, rents, 
dividends and profits. He was an enthusiastic supporter of the Labour 
governm ent's industry nationalisation programme, at least until 1949 
when he began to favour a temporary halt in the cause of consolidation 
rather than further state ownership of the means of production.

But for a long time Deakin remained implacably opposed to any form 
of wage restraint based on even indirect government action. As late as
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the summer of 1947 he continued to oppose the idea of a national 
incom es policy w hich was still at that tim e a popular cause on the 
Labour left. 'I know there are people crying out for a wage policy, that 
is, a revised version of the Marxist theory -  to each according to the 
service rendered to the state', he told the union's biennial conference. 
Employers also favoured a wages policy, added Deakin pointedly. They 
did so because it would help them to increase their profits at the expense 
of workers' pay. 'Neither point of view is acceptable', he declared. 'No 
point of view which strives to secure that one industry or a section of 
Industry shall get a privilege over the others, will work or prove 
acceptable to our people in this country.' Deakin was keen to see an 
improvement in annual labour output but he did not believe this should 
directly involve any intervention by the state. ‘The question of 
incentives, wages and conditions of em ploym ent are questions for the 
trade unions and the sooner some of our people on the political side 
appreciate that and leave the job to the unions the better the battle for 
production.' However, he also told the 1947 Labour Party conference 
that his union would continue to oppose any suggestion of a national 
incomes policy. 'W e will have none of that. Under no circum stances at 
all will we accept the position that the responsibility for the fixation of 
wages and the regulation of the conditions of em ployum ent is one for 
the governm ent.'25 Deakin's views on voluntarism  may have been 
instinctive and traditional but they were based on hard, practical 
experience in representing TGWU members. There could be no state 
intervention into collective bargaining that would involve any 
preferential treatm ent for some workers with skill and who were in 
demand at the expense of the rest of the working class. 'The people I 
represent are not prepared to  play second fiddle', he warned. 'Any 
attempt to  alter the m ethod of negotiation w ithin industry would be 
fatal. You will not get the necessary production in the next eighteen 
m onths if you destroy confidence in our negotiating machinery, in our 
established procedure in industry.' Deakin pleaded with delegates at the 
1947 party conference to reject a statutory incomes policy. 'It would be 
disastrous, it would create chaos and conflict amongst the rank and file 
and this would be destructive of the econom y of the country.'

In a debate on a left-wing m otion from Rushcliffe constituency party 
calling for a comprehensive policy from the government on wages, hours 
and the distribution of the national incom e, Deakin expressed his 
hostility to any state involvement in pay determination. As he explained:
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Do we want a pay policy in this country that attempts by a declaration 
to determine what is the right wage in a particular industry? Are we 
seeking to set out the order in which wage policy shall be applied to 
industry? If you accept this policy then you will rue it. We shall 
quickly reach that inflationary stage which we have sought to avoid 
You will have such strife and conflict within your ranks that no power 
can restrain the dem and for wages and the production of those 
conditions which will result in inflation. W hat we have got to strive 
for is to make wages of real value, increasing the purchasing power of 
the wages we have got. By that m ethod we shall strike a balance in 
our industries which will enable us to build up a standard of life to 
get the goods so necessary at this time.^**

As late as October 1947 Deakin continued to  resist the idea of wage 
restraint emanating from the state. In a speech as TUC fraternal delegate 
to the American Federation of Labor in San Francisco, he told delegates 
that the British governm ent had established a new section of the 
Minsitry of Labour to collect and collate wage data with the intention ol 
presenting such material to wage tribunals and other negotiating bodies 
to help them  assess the sense of wage claims. 'W e are not prepared to 
allow this to go further than a fact finding apparatus', he added. 'We 
should resist any claims on the part of the government concerned, even 
to offer an opinion as to  whether a particular wage claim  should be 
conceded or turned dow n.' But Deakin added that the British unions 
themselves needed to  consult am ong themselves on pay and develop 
machinery to do this. At the same tim e the government would have to 
act m ore decisively on keeping down price increases to avoid an 
inflationary spiral.

It was therefore with genuine reluctance that Deakin dropped his 
instinctive opposition to any form of government intervention over pay 
bargaining. However, as chairm an of the TUC's special com m ittee on 
the econom ic situation, he knew full well just how close the British 
econom y was com ing to collapse by the end of 1947. Deakin and hiJ 
r u e  colleagues were kept fully informed by Hugh Dalton and then b\ 
Stafford Cripps as C hancellor of the Exchequer about the country's 
perilous position. The tone of his quarterly reports to the union's 
executive council do not suggest Deakin needed m uch convincing thai 
this was no time for com placency or self-congratulation. 'W e shall not 
find any solution to our present difficulties by burying our head in tht 
sand and refusing to face up, in a realistic way, to the intricate and 
serious problems confronting our country at this tim e', he explained to
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m e m b e r s . B u t  Deakin -  like other loyal national union leaders -  
disliked the governm ent's lack of consultation before publishing its 
White Paper on personal incom es, costs and prices in February 1948. 
This threatened vaguely to introduce direct state intervention in wage 
bargaining unless the unions stopped making pay demands that might 
add to business costs and lead to price rises. It is true the document did 
not propose the introduction of a full-blown national incom es policy 
like those of the 1960s and 1970s, but it did represent a significant 
breach in the voluntarist tradition of pay bargaining. Unfortunately the 
emphasis was on wage self-restraint alone and the governm ent did not 
seek to use the opportunity to develop a wider strategy of manpower 
planning with long-term objectives. The W hite Paper warned no wage 
rises were justified that were not earned through a 'substantial increase 
in production’. It added that the government would be guided by that 
principle in its own behaviour as an employer. The W hite Paper also 
argued that any rises in production costs due to wage increases should 
not be taken into account in any proposed price rises. Under such 
pressure and with obvious misgivings the TUC agreed, at a special 
conference of affiliate union executives in March 1948, by 5 ,421 ,000  
votes to 2,032,0()0 against to cooperate with the government on wage 
restraint. However, the size of the m inority trade union vote was a clear 
warning that many unions resented what they believed to be a 
government-imposed policy w hich would restrain their freedom to 
negotiate freely with employers. In fact, the TUC was successful during 
intensive negotiations with Cripps in w inning reassurances from the 
Treasury that the new wages policy would still enable low-paid workers 
to gain higher rises, allow com panies in underm anned essential 
industries to m eet labour shortages through better pay offers and 
recognise the key role of intra-industry wage differentials based on craft 
skills, training and experience. On the face of it, those caveats could have 
been loopholes that might have led to the early collapse of the policy. 
But in practice Deakin and other national union leaders issued 
restraining instructions to their negotiators that proved effective in 
holding back wage rates, at least for a time.

In his quarterly report in the spring o f 1948 to  the general executive 
council Deakin explained his own conversion to the need for wage 
restraint. 'W e must have a measure of stability in relation to wages and 
prices and take those steps which will avoid inflationary tendencies', 
he argued.
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This means trade union executives have got to accept a measure of 
responsibility and guide policy. It is not sufficient to be swept along 
in a clamour of wage increases. If we accept a position of that kind it 
simply means that we would be assisting in creating those conditions 
which would ultimately destroy the real influence of the trade union 
movement.

Deakin's loyalty to the TUC's national wages policy was also evident ai 
the 1948 party conference. Defending the governm ent’s econom ic 
strategy, he praised Labour's welfare reforms and called for absolute 
support for ministers.

Let us make up our minds that we say nothing which will prevent our 
people from pulling their full weight. I would say to the political 
theorists: 'Beware of stepping out in such a way that you hinder rather 
than help the programme of the governm ent at this tim e'. 1 know 
there is a disposition on the part of some of our friends in the political 
movement to make specious promises and to say we must change this 
and the other but we must have regard to the econom ic facts.- "̂*

It was Deakin too who moved the key com posite m otion on the control 
of wages, prices and profits, calling on the conference to welcome the 
governm ent's econom ic strategy as long as it was based on a determ i­
nation to stabilise the cost of living. He did so by emphasising the 
assurances the governm ent had made to the TUC over dealing with 
excess profits. Deakin was sensitive to the charge that he had changed 
his position over wage restraint because of his unthinking loyalty to the 
government. '1 do not want anyone to tell me that 1 have changed mv 
ground; that 1 was opposed to a wage policy', he insisted.

I was and still am in relation to any proposal which would leave tht 
government with the responsibility for fixing a minim um  standard ot 
life. We welcome the policy for the reason that it leaves us freedom for 
negotiation and some of us have not been unsuccessful up to the 
present in securing the consideration that was our entitlem ent even 
in the face of the W hite Paper.- -̂’’

Deakin pointed out that the governm ent's policy provided 'an 
opportunity for claims on behalf of people who increase their productive 
capacity'. 'W e recognise the difficulty of the government. A change over 
in principle of the character involved in this policy cannot be
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accomplished overnight’, he admitted. 'W e have to be a little patient.’ 
IX'akin made it clear he expected the TUC 'as the responsible instrument 
for the negotiation of wages and conditions’ to keep a 'tight hold on the 
position and see to it that the assurances and the guarantees given to 
them were fully carried out’.

By the late summer of 1948, however, Deakin was less defensive in his 
support for the wages policy and lectured his executive council on the 
changing role of the trade unions in their relations with the state. As he 
told them in his August report:

The trade union movement is faced with problems which need a reori­
entation of our point of view. W ith Labour in governm ent, 
socialisation of industry, control and supervision of industry, the 
incidence of taxation and of governmental policy designed to limit 
the activities of the money interests, we must condition our approach 
to the changed conditions with which we are faced. We have got the 
power but with it we have the responsibility calling for clear insight 
and a conception of the new order. The trade unions have an ever- 
increasing importance in developing the new social order. We must 
act with wisdom and discretion, not at any point sacrificing our 
principles or the interests of the people we represent but in a 
constructive manner and with a sense of dignity and understanding.-^^

Deakin believed that the TUC wages policy had helped to save the British 
econom y from collapse. As he told his executive council in his last 
quarterly report for 1948:

Whilst the question of wages, profits and prices has inevitably caused 
us some concern and poses a policy which is not readily understood 
it would not be too m uch to say that the restraint that has arisen 
from the acceptance of this policy has possibly saved us from a 
depression and a worsening o f our standard of life which could, and 
would in my opinion, have followed any refusal on our part to face 
up to practicalities.^^

By the tim e o f the 1949 Labour conference Deakin had becom e a 
passionate advocate of pay restraint, condem ning its critics for 'arguing 
a policy of despair’. However, he continued to battle for the protection 
of the low paid even in a period of wage restraint. 'W e believe there is 
justice due to the people engaged in vital services who are contributing 
''Uhstantially to  the econom ic recovery that is taking place. They are
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entitled to more consideration than they are getting.' But Heakin whs 
convinced the government's restrictive approach remained necessary, 'if 
you lift the limit at this time you create a condition which will react very 
unfavourably upon the minds of wage earners', he concluded. 'Are we 
striving to attain the policy that this Movement has declared so long or 
are we striving to create chaos and confusion? Do not forget there are 
people who say we cannot succeed unless we produce that condition 
where unemployment and under-employment prevails. That is a distina 
challenge to our purpose and unity.

It was during his passionate defence of the I'UC wages policy at hli 
own union's 1949 biennial conference that Deakin explained why he 
believed the unions had faced no credible alternative but to respond to 
the government's pleas for a restraint on their wage demands. As he told 
the delegates:

1 do not say there is an easy way, any early solution to the problems 
with which we are confronted, but at least 1 am satisfied of this, that 
if we take the same course, exercise restraint, accept a measure of 
stability, 1 am perfectly sure that we shall avoid those economic 
consequences that attended our efforts in 1922 to 1932. Seared in my 
soul is a remembrance of the want, the suffering and privation that 
came our way following the depression of 1922, bringing with it tho.e 
vast tracts of depressed areas and a great army of unemployed.

It was Deakin's personal fear that the current economic troubles could 
well precipitate a return to the desperate conditions suffered by the 
working class during the inter-war years that shaped his attitude. His 1949 
speech to the biennial conference on the need for voluntary pay restraint 
was one of the most impressive he ever delivered to the union. He called 
for loyalty to Labour at a time of national crisis. As Deakin explained:

It is no use anyone trying to fool you at this time and say that we can 
promote and succeed with extravagant wage claims or even modest 
wage claims in some of the better paid industries with which we are 
dealing. In point of fact 1 am going to be brutally frank this morning- 
I doubt whether at this time we can get wage increases at all. 1 
going to be no party to misleading the members of this organisation 
into a belief that we can do those things in face of the circumstances 
which confront this country at this time. That, 1 suggest to you, is 
leadership. It means that you are fooling people into the belief tW' 
you can do things which you cannot. You are creating a condition of
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unrest in the minds of people whicli is absolutely and completely 
unjustifiable. I am not a person who advocates a policy of despair. I 
believe we have achieved solid results during the years when Labour 
has been governing this country ... 1 want to see that position 
consolidated. 1 know there is a popular idea running around that you 
have to keep people in a continual state of agitation if you are to 
maintain their economic position. I do not believe it. 1 believe that if 
you do that, if you follow that line of country, you are rendering 
lasting disservice to the people whom we represent.

In the aftermath of the government's September 1949 devaluation of 
sterling, Deakin told his members 'there was an even greater need for 
trade unions to exercise restraint in their right to pursue wage claims'. He 
was convinced there was no alternative but to tighten up the TUC’s 
existing voluntary wages strategy. 'Unless we accept a measure of 
restraint within the limits proposed by the TUC then we have not even 
a fighting chance of averting the crisis which faces us', he added."*" But 
the mood among many unions was growing hostile to any more self- 
restraint in pay bargaining. They only backed the national wages policy 
narrowly by 4,263,()0() votes to 3,606,(XK) when it was tightened up after 
devaluation. The new policy argued that wage rates must be held stable 
while the interim retail price index, which then stood at 112, remained 
between an upper and lower limit of 118 and 106. If the figure reached 
either limit, then the TUC said there should be a resumption of 
voluntary bargaining. The formula also insisted sliding scale 
arrangements, which provided back-dated adjustments to cover rises in 
living costs, should be suspended. The policy was supposed to last until 
January 1951, but within a few months it was no longer credible as 
union after union rejected it in the face of rising prices and pressure from 
their activists. By June 1950 the TUC had more or less abandoned its 
own restraint policy, leaving it to the 'good sense and reasonableness’ 
of the unions to determine the size of their wage claims. Deakin 
continued to exhort support for the national pay policy but his was 
becoming an increasingly lone and beleaguered voice. The 1950 
Congress buried any further commitment by the unions to wage 
restraint by refusing to accept further support by 3,898,000 votes to 
^-521,000 against, despite Deakin's assertion that its opponents favoured 
3 policy of 'smash and grab'."*' It was the first defeat the TUC general 
council had suffered since 1945 but reflected through trade union 
structures the disintegration of solidarity in many workplaces.
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Was the temporary trade union self-sacrifice important in preventin^  ̂
an economic collapse? In his authoritative history of British economic 
policy during the period, Sir Alec Cairncross acknowledged that between 
June 1945 and June 1947 average hourly wage rates increased by 9 per 
cent in the first twelve months and by 8.5 per cent in the second. Over 
the next nine months to March 1948 wages grew on average by almost 
9 per cent. But from then until the September 1949 devaluation tlie 
annual rate of wage increases actually fell to 2.8 per cent and dropped 
further still to not much more than 1 per cent in the twelve months 
following devaluation. By contrast, retail prices rose during that same 
period, with a sharp 5 per cent annual growth rate in food prices in the 
period up to devaluation. ' That money wages rose so little when real 
wages were stationary or falling and unemployment was down to 
30(),(XX) is striking testimony to the influence of the trade union leaders', 
concluded C airncross.K enneth Morgan has written of the 'remarkable 
abdication of their roles by the unions, unqiue in times of peace. The 
general effect of the wage freeze policy was remarkably successful in the 
fragmented, adversarial world of British labour relations and a political 
triumph for Cripps.”* ̂  To Peter Hennessy it was 'a measure of the ncver- 
to-be-repeated unity of the Labour Movement in the late 1940s'.

But it is also true that the trade unions could not continue to restrain 
the wage demands coming from their members indefinitely despite 
pleas by government ministers about the need for moderation in the 
national interest, particularly when the economy began to deteriorate 
with an increasing balance of payments deficit and the threat ot 
inflation due to soaring world commodity prices after the onset of the 
Korean War. Deakin may have convinced himself that wage moderation 
was vital to the achievement of economic success but he found it 
increasingly difficult to assure many negotiators in the TGWU that this 
was any longer a sensible strategy to pursue in the face of shoptloot 
frustrations. Throughout 1950 and the first ten months of 1951 the 
Treasury continued to yearn for the formation of some kind of 
institution like a central wages board to oversee pay trends without 
compulsion. Deakin may well have gone along with this proposal it the 
government had decided to introduce such a policy but it is unlikely 
the TUC would have agreed to it even if Labour had won the 1951 
general election. Overwhelmingly, members of the TUC general council 
accepted they could no longer uphold a so-called national wages policV 
Deakin was unhappy at the growing opposition to wage restraint insl̂ l̂  
many unions. But he acknowledged that the TGWU could not Stan‘S 
against the tide. 'We cannot permit the interests of our members to b?
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lost sight of in the general trend of events', he told the executive council 
in August 1950.'*-‘'

If the Movement will not exercise restraint and good sense it is too 
bad. On the other hand, we have a job of work to do on behalf of our 
members. If the great measure of stability that we have secured is 
undermined, then those who have advocated a policy of disregarding 
economic facts will have something to answer for.

Deakin continued to believe the TUC's rejection of the principle of 
restraint was ‘a great mistake’. From his sick bed in the Manor House 
hospital in November 1950, he insisted that while the union would 
accept the TUC position, this 'did not mean the end of wage restraint'. 
'It simply means a shifting of responsibility’, he explained. Instead of 
the ru e , the affiliate unions would have to pursue restraint in their own 
way or there would be a ‘policy of drift' which would precipitate 'an 
inevitable collapse of the nation's economy'. Deakin expressed 
opposition to submitting 'fantastic wage claims'. 'The sensible line to 
take is to submit open applications where considered justified, leaving 
it to the ability and wit of the negotiators to produce the best possible 
result.'■*® He believed a 'smash and grab' policy never achieved anything 
of lasting value. It only creates a feeling of 'you wait until our 
opportunity presents itself and we will get our own back’ which is not 
the right atmosphere within industry."*^ Deakin was also as convinced 
as ever that 'to merely strive for increased wages which quickly disappear 
as a result of increased prices is no solution to the working-class 
problem'. 'W hat we must all be fearful of is creating that condition 
which will result in an uncontrollable inflationary spiral. If this happens, 
then I feel nothing can save us. The clock would be set back for many 
decades; in fact, we should not recover during the lifetime of the present 
generation’, he told his executive council in June 1951.'*”

Despite the genuine difference of opinion over pay between the 
government and the unions, Deakin made a rallying call for unity at the 
pre-election 1951 party conference. 'We have had our grouse but at the 
bottom of the hearts of our people is the recognition that never before 
in the history of government in this country have we had a better deal 
than we have had from the Labour government during the last six years. 
We know as trade unionists, how great is the value of the support and 
consideration that we have had.’ Deakin expressed trade union 
appreciation for government successes in maintaining full employment 
and introducing measures of social justice.■*^
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Deakin on the defensive
Labour's narrow defeat at the polls was followed by a period of bitter 
inner-party conflict in which Deakin played a prominent role. He 
seemed to devote much of his time to an endless and negative struggle 
against those he saw as his implacable enemies on the left. In alliance 
with Williamson and Lawther, he sought to defend Attlee and his 
government's legacy against the challenge from the brilliant but 
mercurial Aneurin Bevan. At the raucous 1952 Morecambe party 
conference Deakin provoked uproar among delegates with an outspoken 
attack on the Bevanites in his speech as TUC fraternal delegate. He 
accused them of forming an inner party caucus and 'creating a mistrust 
which will destroy the confidence of the people in the Labour party as 
an effective instrument of parliamentary government'. Deakin called for 
a 'complete disbandment' of the party's 'dissident element'. He bellowed 
over a rising chorus of boos; 'Let them get rid of their whips; dismiss 
their business managers and conform to the party constitution. Let them 
cease the vicious attacks they have launched upon those with whom 
they disagree, abandon their vituperation and the carping criticism 
which appears regularly in Tribune.' He said they needed to realise that 
ordinary trade union members and the party rank and file had ‘no time 
or use for such tactics or for their disregard of those principles and 
loyalties to which our Movement has held so strongly throughout the 
whole course of its existence'.

Later at the same conference Deakin erupted in fury against a left-wiii^ 
attempt to win support for the use of industrial action for political 
purposes. The following exchange, recorded in the annual conference 
report, speaks for itself:

Deakin: '1 think it is time conference came down to earth on thi5 
matter and appreciated the significance ...' (at this point the speakei 
was interrupted by shouts from a section of the conference). 
Chairman: 'Will delegates please listen to the speaker on the rostrum- 
A Delegate: 'We have heard him once.'
Mr Deakin: 'You know you would listen if you wanted to get monc)' 
from the trade unions.'
A Delegate: 'Who is buying his way now?'-'*'

But Deakin was unintimidated by the delegates and concluded with 
assertion that the trade unions would not back any incitement to foma’‘ 
political strikes. 'We believe in parliamentary democracy. We knc>’*
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perfectly well who has got to carry the baby when trouble of that 
character comes and if you want to destroy the future prospects of this 
party and delay the day when Labour is returned to the government of 
this country, then pass this resolution.'

Not even the Morecambe conference went so far as to encourage the 
use of political strikes to confront a democratically elected government 
but Deakin’s extraordinary behaviour reflected the belligerent mood of 
the trade union right, forced on to the defensive in the face of growing 
resistance to the party leadership from many constituency activists. 
Morecambe's aftermath was significant because it revealed Deakin's 
preference for whom he believed should succeed Attlee as party leader. 
At a speech in Stalybridge, former Chancellor of the Exchequer Hugh 
Gaitskell questioned how many Communist or Communist-inspired 
delegates had been attending the Morecambe conference and called for 
an end to ‘the attempt at mob rule by a group of frustrated journalists’, 
with the restoration of the 'authority and leadership of the solid, sound, 
sensible majority of the Movement'.-''^ Such robust remarks impressed 
Deakin and he began to mobilise trade union block votes behind 
Gaitskell. This led to Gaitskell's triumph over Bevan for the party trea- 
surership in 1954, seen as a necessary stepping-stone to his election as 
party leader over twelve months later. Without Deakin's strong support, 
Gaitskell may have found it more difficult to make an impact among the 
trade unions. It is true that union backing was not a prerequisite to be 
elected party leader at that time. The parliamentary Labour Party held 
the exclusive franchise. But Gaitskell's close relations with union leaders 
like Deakin, Williamson and Sam Watson of the Durham miners 
strengthened his support on the party's centre-right and especially 
among the trade union group who made up an estimated third of the 
Labour MPs who almost all voted for him.

Although he might have suggested the unions should not interfere 
directly in the party, Deakin believed the trade unions should not 
restrain themselves from expressing their collective opinion on party 
policy. 'The trade union point of view must be considered at all times 
and the trade unions be given the opportunity to take full part in 
developing those policies which we regard as of prime importance to the 
members we represent', he told delegates to his union's 1953 biennial 
conference.-'*-  ̂ 'We are not prepared to accept the view that all the sense 
and judgement rests in the political movement of this country. We have 
hard experience, we are not mere theorists. We have got to face hard, 
matter of fact, day to day problems.'
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However, while Deakin remained resolute in his defence of the party's 
right-wing leadership, he was not ready to welcome or participate in any 
public debate on how Labour should modernise its policies to regain 
political power. Deakin was never a revisionist. He continued to articulate 
a traditionally pragmatic trade union position. He did not show much 
obvious interest in a wider em ploym ent agenda either. It is true he 
opposed the shopping list approach of the left to the nationalisation of 
specific industries and favoured a period of consolidation before any more 
were taken into state ownership. But this did not mean that Deakin Wds 
ready to question Labour's traditional com m itm ent to nationalisation 

On the other hand, Deakin was not prepared to oppose the Churchill 
governm ent on principle on everything they did. Indeed, Deakin and 
the other right-wing members o f the TUC Junta established friendly 
relations with the prime m inister and the conciliatory Sir Walter 
M onckton, C hurchill's M inister of Labour. Deakin remained anxious 
about the dangers of any wages free-for-all in a time of full employment 
' There still prevails in some sections of our movem ent the idea that all 
they have to do is to continually seek wage increases regardless of 
consequences', he told a conference of tin-plate workers in May 1954. '̂* 
He insisted that the Labour M ovem ent had 'm oved on from the 
propaganda stage to the point where we must of necessity be prepared 
to accept a great measure of responsibility ... Our duty is to take care of 
the wages and well-being of the members we represent, to do that as 
effectively as possible and not to allow at any time political considera­
tions to obscure our day to day responsibilities.'

Deakin opposed the suggestion that trade unions should seek to 
m axim ise their bargaining strength whenever possible by taking 
advantage of any shift in the industrial power balance. As he told his 
union's Irish delegate conference in Belfast in October 1954:

It should not be the policy of any single trade union or group o* 
unions having a privileged position to pursue policies to the 
disadvantage of the interests of the com m unity. If the trade unions 
are to m aintain that influence and position in the econom y whic^ 
they claim, the pattern of their policy must be related to the needs oi 
the  com m unity at large in addition to serving the interests of 
people they represent.

Deakin insisted that under his leadership, the TGWU would continue*^  
exercise restraint and not pursue wage claims to exploit the position o* 
a particular group or for the sake of it.
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But this did not mean he was ready to discuss the possible creation of 
an incomes policy under any future Labour government. As he told his 
executive council in June 1952: 'It is not practicable to switch over to a 
firm policy of fixing wages on a national basis by relating the wages paid 
in one industry to  those operating in another, w ithout creating a 
measure o f industrial unrest w hich would add considerably to our 
difficulties at the present time.'^^ An attem pt was made at the 1952 
Trades Union Congress to create a review of wage-fixing and negotiating 
machinery, with the aim of deciding whether it was 'desirable' to have 
greater coordination 'with a view to providing greater equity and fairer 
relativities'. A lthough TUC chairm an on that occasion and therefore 
unable to speak him self, Deakin made his views known by telling the 
mover of the m otion it would be a 'sheer waste of tim e' for him to 
exercise his right o f reply to  the debate.^^

But Deakin also found him self pushed on to the defensive in his 
advocacy of voluntary wage restraint in the national interest and in 
opposition to  what he saw as the growing dangers of wage-push 
inflation through workplace extrem ism  fuelled by m ilitant shop 
stewards. In his final years Deakin seemed to be a bitter, frustrated man 
at odds with the  times. He grew increasingly critical of the mass media 
which he believed was unfairly giving the TGWU a bad name through 
abuse and m isrepresentation. But he was also exasperated by what he 
regarded as the w recking tactics o f the Com m unist Party inside the 
union. Deakin was determ ined, as far as he could, to ensure the union's 
industrial activities were kept rigidly separate from its political 
aspirations. '1 will be no party under any circum stances so far as 1 can 
influence the position, to sacrificing the industrial welfare of our people 
on the altar o f political expediency', he told a Scottish delegate 
conference in Ju ly 1954.^** By the time o f his fatal heart attack, however, 
Deakin sounded like an em battled figure from another age, defending a 
post-war social settlem ent th at was starting to  disintegrate in some 
industrial sectors under the pressures imposed by m ilitant workplace 
bargaining and full em ploym ent.

Cousins and the new m ilitancy
In fact, within seven m onths o f his death Deakin's union began to move 
in a quite different political and industrial direction. This had little to 

with any spontaneous rank and file revolt. The election of the left- 
"'ing I'rank Cousins as TGWU general secretary in March 1956 was more 
^he result o f fortuitous events than due to an uprising from below.
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Deakin's chosen successor had been the em ollient and moderate Jocl< 
Tiffin, but he was already a sick man when elected and he died soon after 
taking office in December 1955. By that time Cousins had already bten 
appointed to the key position of assistant general secretary by the 
union's executive council. No doubt, ability played an im portant pan 
in his meteoric rise to the top of the TGWU but as Geoffrey Goodman 
explained, if Harry Nicholas had not been found inadvertently in arrears 
with his membership subscription he would probably have occupied the 
second most important post in the TGWU after 1948 instead of Tiffin 
and would therefore have been groomed to succeed Deakin in 1955 

From the moment of his surprise arrival at the top of Transport House, 
Cousins began to move the union away from what he regarded as ttie 
political excesses of Deakinism. This did not mean dem ocratising the 
TGWU's structure. As general secretary. Cousins was as keen as his two 
predecessors to ensure he held on to all the power and authority that 
came with what was the most important trade union job in the Laboui 
Movement. Indeed, Cousins was viewed with some initial suspicion net 
only by the party’s right-wing but also by the Bevanites. Bevan himsclt 
never found Cousins an easy man to deal with, suspecting he was a 
syndicalist at heart. His acolytes Richard Crossman and Barbara Castle 
were more sym pathetic but somewhat equivocal about the Cou5»ns 
approach. Indeed, the TGWU general secretary -  described as the 
‘awkward warrior' by his sympathetic biographer Geoffrey Goodman^’ 
-  found him self very much a solitary figure both in the TUC and the 
Labour Party. He was unpredictable and awkward, quick to take offence 
and often difficult to fathom. It is untrue that the TGWU under Ctousir? 
turned left-wing on every issue over night. W hile his union could no 
longer be relied upon to be part of any praetorian guard protecting the 
leadership, it was not a consistently reliable supporter for a left-win? 
agenda either. As Martin Harrison explained: ' The problem that Mi 
Cousins and his union set the party is not that they have gone into 
systematic opposition but that their support can no longer be depende<5 
on as it was in Deakin's day.'^* Certainly the TGWU was now a sourt® 
of genuine anxiety to Gaitskell as he sought to find a way for the party 
to move out of the political wilderness. Cousins and his union becatr̂ ®̂ 
quickly the bogeymen of the right-wing tabloid press and were theiefof^ 
seen as a liability and not an asset in Labour's hopes of electoral recov’CfV'' 

Cousins also turned out to be as much an autocrat as Deakin. И 
debatable w hether his strongly held left-wing political beliefs 
shared by the m ajority of his union 's rank and file. Certainly 
em otional com m itm ent to unilateral nuclear disarm am ent did
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feflect the views of the union's m em bership. And yet he was able to 
change I'GWU defence policy within two years of his election as general 
secretary. The union has remained in favour of unilateral nuclear 
disarmament ever since, even into the age of Tony Blair.

Cousins was determined to exercise control over Labour MPs who were 
sponsored by the TGWU. David Buckle, the union's district secretary in 
Oxford for 27 years, records in his autobiography his interview with 
Cousins when he sought his union's financial support as a parliamen­
tary candidate. On that occasion Cousins made it clear that he expected 
Buckle to give him a personal undertaking that he would neither ask any 
questions nor make any speech in the House of Com m ons if elected on 
any matters relating to the TGWU or industrial relations without first 
consulting him. Buckle replied that he could give no such assurance 
because he would regard himself as the representative of the constituency 
which elected him and not a delegate of the TGWU.®*

However, perhaps the m ost im portant difference from the Deakin 
years came with Cousins's outspoken repudiation of any form of wage 
restraint. The change of attitude in the TGWU was clear from the general 
executive council's declaration in December 1955 with its opposition to 
any form of wage restraint. 'W e are not prepared that our members 
should stand still whilst the government continually hand out largesse 
to those who are more favourably placed', acting general secretary 
Cousins explained in the union journal. He made it clear the TGWU in 
future was not 'prepared to accept the principle that the proper living 
standards of the members of the unions shall wholly be dependent upon 
higher productivity'.®^ Cousins burst dramatically on to the public scene 
with a m ilitant speech to the 1956 Trades U nion Congress that upset 
many on the TUC general council with a blunt repudiation of wage 
restraint. 'W e accept that in a period of freedom for all we are part of the 
air, he told delegates.

We are not going on the rampage. We are not going to use our organi­
sational strength to prove that the TGWU are first and the rest can get 
where they like. W hat we are saying is that there is no such thing in 
this country as a place where you can say 'wage levels stop here' and 
that we ought to be content even if things remain equal.®^

His speech may seem confused when read today but it left the distinct 
impression that Cousins and his union were in the mood for a wage con­
frontation with both the government and employers. However, his TUC 
^leclaration was of more symbolic than substantive value. It made it clear
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that Deakinism, with its emphasis on responsibility and cooperation 
with employers over wage bargaining, was at an end. From now on, the 
I'GWU would adopt a much more aggressive wages offensive in line with 
the angry frustrations of the shopfloor. In practice, Cousins turned ou 
to be m uch less com bative than his threatening rhetoric m ight have 
suggested, at least when it came to confronting employers across the 
bargaining table. The 1958 London Transport bus strike turned cut to 
be a seminal event in the humbling of Cousins as a trade union militant 
when his members went down to hum iliating defeat after the I (JC 
general council refused to throw its weight behind their cause.

Cousins was to enjoy much more success as TGWU leader inside the 
Labour Party. It was soon clear that he had little time for the efforts of 
the modernisers who wanted to make Labour more electorally popular. 
Cousins was an old-style authoritarian Socialist who believed unques- 
tioningly in the state nationalisation of large sectors of industry. 'We 
still think of nationalisation as an instrument of econom ic power foi the 
governm ent', he told his union’s biennial conference in 1957. 'W e da 
not think it right that industries which have the power of control ovtr 
the livelihood of the people should be subject to  the whims of the 
persons engaged in them  only for the sake of making profits and able lo 
determine our standard of living, leaving us in the position of redressing 
the balance through our trade union o r g a n is a t io n .A s  he assured the 
1959 party conference: 'There are five or six m illion people who are 
socialists in embryo waiting for us to go out and harness them  to the 
power m achine we want to d r i v e . C o u s i n s  may have endorsed the 
party's moderate 1958 statement on Industry and Society but he was at 
the forefront of the opposition to Gaitskell's ill-fated attempt to re\ise 
clause 4 of the party's 1918 constitution. The TGWU even voted, thouRh 
alone, against the com prom ise statem ent of aims that ended that 
particular crisis.

Cousins was also more party political in his advocacy o f unilateral 
nuclear disarmament, although it remains difficult to fathom  what he 
actually wanted to advocate. His em otional hostility to all nuclear 
weapons was self-evident and so was his belief that Britain should set an 
exam ple to the world and abandon its own nuclear deterrent. What 
remained unclear was whether Cousins also wanted Britain to withdraw 
from the US-dominated North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, demand the 
closure of all US nuclear bases in the country and declare itself to be э 
neutral country. Initially, Cousins called for an end to all hydrogc” 
bomb tests for ever, an immediate pledge that Britain would not be 
first to use nuclear weapons in the event of a war and that a fuTvif'̂
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Labour government would ban the manufacture of nuclear weapons. In 
a letter to Gaitskell in June 1956 he suggested it was 'absolute nonsense' 
that he wanted both a unilateral renunciation of the bom b and an end 
to Britain's NATO membership.^* A m onth later his union's conference 
voted for a com posite resolution that called for resistance to all missile 
bases in the country and the prevention o f all planes carrying nuclear 
weapons using UK bases.

It is true that during the spring and sum mer of 1960 a num ber of 
unions joined the TGWU in the unilateralist camp, including the 
shopworkers' union, USDAW, and the AEU engineering union. But 
Cousins was muddled over what he favoured. In his 1960 conference 
speech he tried to explain to delegates whether the unilateralist strategy 
meant Britain would have to leave NATO. 'If the question is posed to me 
as simply saying, am 1 prepared to go on remaining in an organisation 
over which 1 have no control, but which can destroy us instantly, my 
answer is Yes, if the choice is that. But it is not that.'®^ Cousins and the 
TGWU continued to oppose the party's defence policy, but after their 
defeat over the issue after Gaitskell reversed the Scarborough decision at 
the 1961 conference, it seemed unlikely that they would be able to stage 
another successful offensive. In fact, the political differences between 
Cousins and Gaitskell narrowed during the autumn of 1962 when the 
two men found themselves in full accord on their anti-European 
Common Market stance. For the first time since Cousins's accession to 
the TGWU leadership, it seemed that the union and the party were in 
harmony. Nonetheless, the accession of Harold W ilson to succeed 
Gaitskell who died suddenly in January 1963 brought an even warmer 
relationship between the TGWU and the Labour leadership. W ilson 
made a speech to the union's biennial conference that summer which 
was well received by delegates, although he denounced unofficial strikes 
and outdated restrictive practices and warned that Labour would require 
a restraint on pay if elected to government.

Cousins was ill at the tim e and could not preside over the 1963 
biennial conference but his views about incom es policy was the subject 
of difficulty for the Labour leadership. On this issue, however, he spoke 
directly for his unskilled manual worker members. As he told the 1958 
Trades Union Congress, the TGWU would accept no form of wage 
restraint. If they did they would be entitled to be called 'an industrial 
mouthpiece o f a political p a r t y ' . B u t  Cousins said they were 'trade 
unions representing the workers and we shall continue to  do that 
Whatever governm ent is in power because that is dem ocracy'. As he 
explained in the TGWU Record in October 1963: 'If we do not fulfil the
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purposes for which members join unions, to protect and raise their 
standard of living, then the unions will wither and finally die. We can 
give leadership, we can persuade but basically we must serve trade union 
purposes.'^® In a speech in Oxford in Ju ne 1964 Cousins expressed 
similar sentim ents. 'It is not the intention of the trade union movement 
to hold back its m em bers' wage claim s if they are justified. It is our 
purpose to sell our labour and our skill in the open market to the best of 
our ability while we live under the present s y s t e m . S u c h  views weje 
unexceptional am ong trade union negotiators at the time. But they 
suggested that under any elected government, even a Labour one, ro i 
only should organised labour be allowed to practise collective bargaining 
free from state interference, but it must not even agree to any voluntary 
wage restraint. However, Cousins was prepared to accept what he 
described as a 'planned growth of wages’, perhaps more through a 
willingness to ensure unity on the eve of the general election than anv 
genuine change of attitude to pay policy.^'

Cousins told the 1959 TGWU conference that he believed 'the most 
im portant thing in our lives was to elect a Labour government 
determined to carry out a socialist p o licy '.H o w e v e r, his behaviour as 
general secretary com pelled the party leaders to reassess what the 
relationship between Labour and the trade unions ought to be. As 
Gaitskell explained to the 1959 Trades Union Congress:

We are comrades together but we have different jobs to do. You havx 
your industrial job and we have our political job. We do not dictatc 
to one another. Any leader of the Labour party would not be worth hi? 
salt if he allowed him self to be dictated to by the trade unions7^

For his part, Cousins in 1956 had assured the party conference tliai i 
told you last year not to tell the unions how to do their job and 1 atr 
certainly not going to tell the Labour party how to do its job.'^'^ 
practice, he violated his own recognition of that tacit understanding ovxi 
spheres of influence that implicitly determined how the party and thi 
unions conducted their affairs. On one occasion he told Tony Benn that 
he had 'always wanted to form a trade union political p a r t y ' . T h e  very' 
public conflict between Cousins and Gaitskell helped to highlight tht 
difficult nature of the party-union relationship. Allan Flanders, in hi' 
brilliant essay on trade unions and politics written at the height of the 
conflict over defence, explained the nature of what he called 'that siltP* 
self-denying ordinance practised by the trade unions within the L ab o u r 

party', which Cousins had brought temporarily into question.



But it was not so much the controversy over defence that threatened 
to bring the party-union marriage into question. Under both I)eai<in 
and Cousins the TGWU revealed the more fundamental tensions that 
lav at the heart of the party-trade union connection, focusing on the 
nature of collective bargaining in a market econom y in relation to a 
party com m itted to planning, social justice and econom ic growth. The 
two men did not share com m on political views on most issues. Deakin 
was a working-class patriot, who believed in the mixed econom y, order 
and responsibility and managed his union with increasing difficulty in 
the face of rising shopfloor discontent. Cousins was a muddled, 
emotional but incorruptible man of integrity who often seemed more 
interested in developing a political than an industrial agenda. Both men 
were authoritarian, hostile to dissent within their union and convinced 
of the rectitude of their own positions. They also shared an under­
standable pride in the power and influence that the TGWU was able to 
exercise over the rest of the Labour Movement. They also held similar 
instinctive and traditionalist views about voluntarism  in industrial 
relations. They were not modernisers, though sym pathetic to the 
challenge of autom ation and the need for greater productivity. They 
were above all both believers in free collective bargaining. Deakin's 
passionate views on that subject between July 1945 and February 1948 
were mirrored by those of Cousins after 1956. It is true that Deakin came 
Ю support wage restraint and persisted with his concern to hold back 
■>ectionalist demands even when the Labour Party was in opposition. He 
seems to have genuinely convinced him self that a wages free-for-all 
.vould ignite inflation and wreck the econom y, plunging the country 
back to the dreadful conditions of the inter-war years with the return of 
mass unem ployment. Cousins was uninhibited, at least in theory, about 
the need for TGWU members to be part of the all. In his often angry 
way, he reflected the frustrations and aspirations of a growing number 
of manual workers in what was becoming the age of affluence. Although 
in practice he was no m ilitant, perhaps chastened by the searing 
experience of the 1958 London bus strike, Cousins remained instinc­
tively hostile to any form of national incom es policy. He was persuaded 
to join Harold W ilson’s cabinet in O ctober 1964 as M inister of 
Technology. But after much frustration with political life, he resigned in 
July 1966 in protest at the governm ent's decision to  introduce wage 
restraint in the midst o f a financial crisis. Returning to his union. 
Cousins prepared the succession for Jack Jones but he did not launch a 
raging cam paign against the incom es policy in the period up to his 
retirement in 1969.
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The history of the Deakin and Cousins years reveal how difficult n 
was to reconcile a belief in econom ic planning and collectivism under г 
Labour governm ent with free collective bargaining in a segmented, 
decentralised market econom y. Labour leaders from Attlee to Wilson 
sought to find ways of reconciling that contradiction. Despite their 
genuine loyalty to the party and the principles of dem ocratic Socialism, 
both Deakin and Cousins showed the severe lim itations imposed on 
them  by industrial realities to unify their trade union and political 
aspirations with a coherent strategy. Even the implied Social Coiitruct 
of 1945 that did so much to ensure the cohesion and self-confidence of 
Mr Attlee's government could not withstand the fissures produced by an 
industrial relations system that thrived on inter-union competitivene'S'; 
and sectionalist pay bargaining. This was a dilem m a which was well 
explained by Professor Jean McKelvey, an American academic, in 14s? 
She wrote:

W hat the British experience indicates most sharply is the essemialiy 
conservative nature of the trade union movement. This is not meant 
as either praise or criticism but simply as a statement of fact. So lon  ̂
as unions remain independent interest groups in a free society, th t} 
must function as associations whose primary concern is that ot 
protecting their own members. No matter how much rhetoric is vistd 
about the new functions of the trade unions, the fact remains thev iff 
sectional bodies pursuing special interests.

In fact, the econom ic and social conditions of post-war Britain made i* 
impossible to reconcile laissez-faire and statism in industrial relations 
Deakin was wrong to think the problem was caused by the Communist 
m enace am ong the shop stewards, although the far left was able to 
exploit the instabilities caused by pay bargaining in a disintegrating and 
disorderly labour market experiencing full em ploym ent. Dcakin's 
increasingly frenzied appeals for responsibility and order from his rank 
and file members could not succeed because most of them were nevei 
going to subordinate their bread and butter demands for the needs of a 
Labour governm ent in trouble. Wage restraint could work for only a 
limited period w ithout provoking severe tensions and conflict insiil^ 
increasingly fossilised union structures like that of the TGWU. On the 
other hand, it was Deakin and not Cousins who was aware of the wid£f 
demands imposed on the Labour M ovem ent by efforts to save 
increasingly vulnerable econom y in relative decline from in ternations' 
financial pressures. In his valiant but ultim ately thankless effort"; w
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support wage restraint in the national interest as defined by a Labour 
government, Deakin resembled a later TGWU general secretary. Jack 
jones, during the Social Contract of 1975-77 , recognised the perils of 
hyper-inflation and the devastating im pact econom ic collapse would 
have on the living standards of his members. Like Deakin, Jones was 
also eventually convinced that free collective bargaining was a threat 
not only to the introduction of dem ocratic Socialism but to the long­
term well-being of the econom y and therefore of trade unionists. The 
two men shared a similar fear that a free-for-all could bring a return of 
the poverty and despair experienced by many of Labour's core voters 
among the manual working class between the wars. However, the 
TGWU in the post-Bevin era dem onstrated through the calibre of its 
leaders that its behaviour was vital to the party's success and failures. 
Inside that mighty organisation the tensions and dilemmas that 
troubled the Labour Party over regulation and voluntarism  in the 
immediate post-war years were debated although not really satisfactorily 
r e s o l v e d . P e r h a p s  they never could be in a dem ocratic society 
dominated, in part, by a culture of hm sez-faire individualism.

Deakin, Cousins and the TGWU 133



4
'What Are We Here For?' 
George Woodcock and 
Trade Union Reform, 1960-1969

The character of our trade union movement has been moulded by 
conditions and not by theories. It has taken shape and its purpose': 
and practices from the circumstances in which it grew.

George Woodcock'

We are a voluntary body. We have no sanctions and even if we hart 
we have no power to enforce them.

George Woodto(i<"

George Woodcock's time as general secretary of the Trades Union 
Congress from September 1960 until March 1969 is often characterised 
as a period of unfulfilled promise, a lost opportunity for the trade unions 
to modernise themselves and become a necessary partner in the 
management of the British economy. An undisputed if insecure E s t a t e  of 
the Realm, the TUC in the 1960s was given the opportunity to becornf 
a crucial institution in helping to resolve the country's economic 
problems, so it was argued. However, the TUC failed to seize the 
challenge. Woodcock himself is often blamed for what happened. 'He'5 
a cynical man -  maybe if you get to the top in the trade union 
movement you have to be cynical, but not as much as he is', A nthony  

Wedgwood Benn, then Minister of Technology, wrote in his diary.
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He once made a speech saying that life was full of shoddy
compromises and I think, early on, he had a conception of how the 
trade unions should develop and be run which never came to reality, 
partly because history was not ready for it and partly because he did 
not have enough drive. It has made him very bitter. He is also a terrible 
old bore.'^

George Brown, a man who, when Secretary of State for Economic Affairs, 
vVoodcock initially admired for his energy and optimism, took an 
equally unfavourable view of Woodcock's role at the TUC. 'He is a most 
up and down fellow; even in his most enthusiastic comments, he sounds 
rather like an undertaker. One day he would be for it but the next day
vhile he was still for it, he now saw all the snags and possibilities',

complained Brown.

Woodcock was always sure 1 was in too much of a hurry -  that if only 
one would do things in a fairly leisurely way over the next fifty years, 
then one could bring it about. He professed to be well aware that you 
lad to make 'shoddy, shabby compromises'. It was only naive fools 

like me who thought you might do something rather better."*

Kichard Crossman, senior cabinet minister in the Labour governments 
of the 1960s and one of Woodcock's former tutors at Oxford, was 
relieved to see him go. Of Vic Feather who became TUC general secretary 
in March 1969 on Woodcock's retirement, he wrote in his diary: 'He is 
far more vigorous and far less neutral than Woodcock, far more solidly 
pro-Labour and pro-governm ent.Barbara Castle, impatient of trade 
union ways when Secretary of State for Employment and Productivity, 
was exasperated by Woodcock who had given her the impression he 
agreed with her 'In Place of Strife' proposals to reform the trade unions. 
Woodcock had told Denis Barnes, the department's permanent secretary, 
that he believed 'Barbara has done a first-class job of work. 'The policy 
is excellent -  very skilful.' As she noted in her diary, 'It will be the day 
when he says that to the press and I will believe it when 1 hear it.'^ She 
was tired of union leaders saying one thing in private and another in 
public.

Woodcock could irritate even friendly Conservative government 
ministers who wanted to help him as much as they could to draw the 
TUC into an acceptance of wider public policy responsibilities. Reginald 
^audling, expansionist Chancellor of the Exchequer under Macmillan 
>n the early 1960s, testified to the 'cordial relations' he established with
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the т и с  General Council, not least with W oodcock. But he was tal<en 
aback by W oodcock's sardonic sense of humour. 'I remember him once 
saying -  "W ell Reggie, 1 have com e to the conclusion that if achieving 
greater productivity means getting up half an hour earlier in the 
morning, I am against it". Could there have been a better incapsulation 
of the views of the English people at that tim e?', ruminated Maudlinp.^ 

Many of his contemporaries came to regard W oodcock as a strange, 
cautious, introspective, intellectual figure, ill-equipped to becom e the 
moderniser of the trade union movement. More Hamlet-like philosopher 
than ideologist, he appeared to stand aloof and somewhat apart from 
the pragmatic, earthy and tough world of trade union power-brokering 
W oodcock was the first to recognise his own personal limitations. ‘I wdi 
a little bit of an austere person at the TUC. I hope not grumpy but a little 
remote', he confessed in retirement.

W oodcock admitted:

There is a tendency in these big organizations for people to want to do 
the fixing with you behind the scenes and that was why I shied away 
a little bit from people. I preferred not to fix. If there was anything to 
be done it should be discussed by the appropriate com m ittee or by the 
TUC General Council w ithout any prior com m itm ent with any 
member of the com m ittee ... I never made any friends in the sense cf 
personal friends. I took the view you were there to advise the GeneraJ 
Council as a whole and your advice should never be tinged by your 
belief that you had blue-eyed boys on the General Council.**

But W oodcock had his coterie of admirers, especially among national 
newspaper labour editors such as Eric Wigham of The Times and Geoffrey 
Goodman, then of the Daily Herald  and later of the Sim. John  Cole at the 
Guardiau  was a particular friend. In his memoirs he describes WoodcocV 
as the trade union m ovem ent's 'last, best hope to avoid its later 
unpopularity and decline ... He had a mind of great clarity, illum inateJ 
by a powerful imagination and human sympathy.'® Not all labour editors 
were so sympathetic. Peter Jenkins of the Guardian  believed Woodcock 
became TUC general secretary 'too late' in life. He had grown 'gravel}' 
introspective, radical in thought but cautious (some alleged plain lazy) 
when it came to action'. Jenkins portrayed him as 'deracinated, sick 
his heart', a man whose abilities and sense of purpose had 'atrophied'.''’ 

However, it was W oodcock -  more than any other trade union leader 
of his generation -  who sought to  prepare and challenge organise*) 
labour in to playing an increasingly dem anding role in a



econom y where governm ents com m itted themselves to the creation of 
econom ic grow th, full em ploym ent, high public spending, and the 
developm ent o f a welfare state based on universalist principles of 
provision. He agonised over what the relationship of trade unions should 
be with a dem ocratic state that extended responsibilities for managing 
the econom y. W oodcock tried to discover how trade union autonomy 
could be reconciled  w ith industrial efficiency and innovation, how 
unions ought to practise voluntary restraint in pay bargaining to prevent 
the outbreak of damaging wage-push inflation. He wrestled with trying 
to balance the defence of trade union custom and practice with the need 
for unions to  accept w orkplace reform and help improve labour 
productivity. During the 1960s W oodcock attem pted -  but only 
sporadically and perhaps always unduly aware of the obstacles to change 
-  to find answers to  such crucial questions. If he failed ultimately to do 
so, it is arguable th at th is was as m uch the fault of the times and the 
peculiarities o f the  British industrial relations system as his own 
weaknesses and personal idiosyncracies.

The fo rm a tiv e  years

W oodcock's difficulties in office undoubtedly stemmed, at least partly, 
from the com parative lateness of his arrival as TUC general secretary. He 
had spent 13 years in the shadows as the frustrated assistant secretary to 
Sir Vincent I'ewson, a m ediocre consolidator, whom W oodcock openly 
despised. W oodcock was indeed an extraordinary man. Born in 1904 the 
son of a weaver in W alton-le-D ale outside Preston in Lancashire, he left 
school at twelve to  work in the trade of his parents. A keen footballer, he 
almost turned professional, but then  illness struck him and he was 
confined to bed for m any m onths. It was during that crucial formative 
period th at W oodcock read his way out o f weaving. Through diligent 
hard work he won a scholarship to working-class Ruskin College, Oxford, 
in 1929. From there he advanced to New College where he secured a first 
class honours degree in politics, philosophy and economics. Surprisingly, 
he did not believe he suffered from any class prejudice. '1 thought Oxford 
was a wonderful place as though it were built for me', he recalled. 'It was 
ideally the  kind o f place th at 1 w anted.' He thrived on the tutorial 
system. 'At no point anyw here, either am ong the undergraduates or 
among the dons did I ever get the impression of a distinction based on 
class', he claim ed. ' 1  was aware o f a d istinction in my maturity and 
experience but apart from that, at no stage was 1  ever made aware that 1  

Was a working m an and they were of another k ind .'’ ^
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After twelve months on a scholarship at Manchester University 
Woodcock took a job with the civil service. In 1936 he was appointed 
head of the TUC's research and economic department after the sudden 
death of the legendary Milne-Bailey, taking over as assistant genera) 
secretary in January 1947. In the small TUC policy-making secretariat 
under Citrine, whom he admired and who influenced him enormously^ 
Woodcock thrived. During the Second World War, the TUC played an 
active and crucial part in decision-making through a network of joim 
consultation committees that covered a wide policy area includint 
manpower problems, productivity, trade, price and wage stability. 
Woodcock came to know both the economist John Maynard Keynes and 
the social reformer William Beveridge very well. He was heavily 
influenced by their economic and social thought with its strori| 
emphasis on the need for taking personal responsibility and devotion 
to the concept of public service. Woodcock played a key role in the 
efforts to develop a tripartite reconstruction programme which paved 
the way for the domestic policies of the 1945 Labour government It wav 
during the period of total war that Woodcock began to develop his 
underlying views of what the TUC's role ought to be in a modem 
democracy with an activist state. In the late 1940s he became an often 
robust and influential voice at the TUC in its dealings with a labour 
government in economic crisis, although he was compelled to plav 
second fiddle to Tewson. The TUC archives reveal how young Wotxlcock 
argued its case effectively and bluntly with Prime Minister Clemen' 
Attlee, Chancellor Stafford Cripps and Ernest Bevin, the Foreigr 
Secretary. In a note written in November 1950 he assessed the increasing 
importance of the TUC, pointing out that before 1940 its discussions 
with ministers had usually been ‘ad hoc and limited to one particular 
matter, and employers had not been p r e s e n t '.W ith  the war came 
continuous, formalised, structured and regular discussions between the 
TUC, government and employers.

After 1945 the TUC made itself indispensable in economic 
management, industrial policy and the development of the welfare state. 
Its influence was especially vital in ensuring a period of voluntary wag« 
restraint in support of government economic policy in 1948-4V, 
although the TUC approach fell apart in 1950 under shopfloor pressuie 
against any form of wage control. Woodcock acknowledged that tht 
post-war state had come to recognise that it should not challenjie 
TUC's enhanced authority but instead should try to use it mote 
effectively in the achievement of its own economic and social objei'tiv’"  
As he later explained:
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From the end of the First World War to the beginning of the Second, 
the trade union movement had great difficulty in getting governments 
to accept more than a narrowly limited degree of responsibility for the 
level of employment, economic growth and industrial efficiency ... 
That attitude has changed. Since the end of the war all political parties 
accept -  at least in principle -  that it must be a responsibility of a 
modern government to maintain a high level of employment and to 
promote a constant and steady improvement in our standards of 
living. The TUC was not alone in trying to bring about this change of 
attitude. Yet the change can fairly be reckoned by the TUC as one of 
its major achievements of the inter-war years.

\ more interventionist state required a TUC response. 'A government 
needs these days the advice and the assistance of the trade union 
movement in determining the practical means of achieving desirable 
objectives'. Woodcock explained in 1968. But for their part, the trade 
unions needed the government to pursue economic growth strategies in 
order to help their members secure more stable employment and higher 
pay. 'We spent years in getting government round to the view they ought 
to set for themselves these objectives and at this stage we cannot just 
stand back and say "yes, we expect you to get to those ends and we are 
not going to help you in doing what we ourselves say we ought to do".’*'* 

However, Woodcock always retained a deeply sceptical view of the 
direct role of the state in the industrial relations system. His own 
background made him an eloquent supporter of the so-called 'voluntarist' 
tradition which believed that trade union freedom meant that trade 
unions should be allowed to pursue their basic collective bargaining 
purposes without fear of any outside legal or political interference. 

Woodcock declared:

The attitude of the trade unions towards the government is that we 
should be just as lief left alone. If you do not think it is possible for you 
to help the trade unions then the least you can do is not to impede us. 
Trade unions expect of the law only that it should sustain their legal 
immunities.

Woodcock's TUC colleagues were often irritated by his provocative 
suggestion that as a result trade unions were 'outlaws’.

Woodcock was always acutely sensitive to what he regarded as the 
ultimate purpose of trade unionism. He may have sought new responsi- 
*’>lities for the TUC in its relations with government but he never lost
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sight of the realities of collective bargaining in the workplace. As he 
broadcast on the BBC Caribbean service in 1959:

The short and important point about trade unions is that thtit 
essential function is to look after the interests of the workpeople who 
are their members. In a democratic society it is the workpeople 
themselves who decide what are the interests of workpeople and it !<; 
therefore they who determine the functions of trade unions.'^

Woodcock was not a Marxist but a devout if unflamboyant Roman 
Catholic, although unlike other union leaders of that faith this did not 
turn him into an obsessive anti-Communist. It is true that he was ready 
to press strongly for the expulsion of the Communist-dominated ETU 
as his first important task as TUC general secretary. On that issue, there 
could be no room for equivocation. Woodcock believed that the 
misbehaviour of the ETU leadership over ballot-rigging threatened to 
drag the entire trade union movement into public disrepute, and thii 
was unacceptable. But in his philosophical approach to industrial 
relations he was close to being a Marxist in his bleak analysis of the 
political economy. Woodcock harboured no comforting illusions about 
eradicating the inequalities of power that existed between capital and 
labour. Comforting terms such as 'social partnership' and 'industrial 
consensus’ were absent from his vocabulary. He argued from what he 
believed to be a self-evident truth -  that there were always two sides in 
industry. The primary objective of industrial relations was to secure 
through negotiation practical and voluntary agreements between 
employers and unions based on a recognition of that u n eq u al 
relationship. As he explained:

The idea that there is a natural and close affinity of interest amonj^ al' 
those engaged in any given undertaking or industry which, if not 
distorted by ignorance or greed, will almost automatically e n su re  a 
common approach to problems, is deceptive. The idea of a c o m m o n  
purpose in industry is not of itself an illusion but it can be and 
sometimes is used to justify conclusions which are childish or even 
dangerous.’ ^

The abiding relevance of trade unions arose from the existence 
conflicting interests in the workplace and not simply from the 
traditional aim of protecting working people from exploitation by thei' 
employer: 'There are two sides in industry whose interests and obje<̂ î''P'
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do not automatically coincide and differences between the two sides are 
l5 cst dealt with by negotiation and agreement. As long as there are two 
sides in industry there will be trade unions.'’** It was a theme he returned 
to constantly. 'Unions and management exist -  not as part of the same 
team but as two separate groups with different aims working in the same 
sphere', he explained. This did not necessarily mean endless disruption.

All that happens is that the people involved have a clearer idea of their 
respective roles in collective bargaining. They accept their position 
and that of the other side and seek to reconcile the outstanding 
differences in frank negotiations. Dismissing the fantasies of what 
might be they concentrate on what is.’®

Woodcock did not believe such conduct represented any stubborn 
resistance to modernisation. On the contrary, he believed workers were 
readier to accept the need for technological innovation and work reor­
ganisation if employers bargained with their trade unions to secure their 
active cooperation through negotiation and joint consultation. 
Woodcock's view of trade unionism stemmed in part from his Roman 
Catholicism, although he never spoke openly about its influence on his 
public life. As he explained, although he did not grow up in a home that 
was 'in any sense of the word fanatically religious -  it was part of your 
life. We were Catholics and we were aware we were Catholics. We didn’t 
flaunt it on our sleeves. We just were so', he re c a lle d .B u t  it also 
reflected much of his personal experience as a young weaver. It was those 
years of grinding poverty and exploitation that gave him a deeply held 
moral view of what it was to be a trade unionist.

Throughout my life 1 have been impressed, perhaps I have even 
become obsessed, with this idea of a good trade unionist as a person 
with a high sense of his responsibilities. It seemed to me that even as 
a weaver we had an obligation to each other and if mill-managers were 
inclined to discriminate against trade unionists it was better for all of 
us to join the union and make that sort of discrimination impossible.

Wooclcock believed most employers realised the 'best and most reliable 
"workpeople were those who had some pride in themselves and in their 
"work ... and that these people were also usually the keenest trade 
un ion ists '.W ood cock 's constant preoccupation with the relations 
between the TUC and the state was therefore underpinned by a deeply 
•̂ oral and conservative view of what he believed was possible under the
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voluntarist system of industrial relations. In his solitary eyrie in Conj^ress 
House, he was as keen to devolve power to the workplace as he was to 
enhance the TUC's position vis-a-vis its affiliate member unions. 
Woodcock was more sympathetic than most national union leaders in 
his understanding of the rise of shop steward power and the so-called 
'threat from below' during the 1950s. However, by the time he succeeded 
Tewson in September 1960, he was also well aware of the difficulties that 
lay ahead in turning his philosophical insights about trade unionism 
into any programme of effective action. Woodcock became TUC general 
secretary without any detailed blueprint for trade union reform waiting 
to be pulled out from his bottom drawer.

But Woodcock was conscious of the high public expectations 
encouraged by his arrival at the top of Congress House. During the 19505 
the public image of the trade unions was deteriorating. They were no 
longer the admired and respected institutions they had grown to be 
during the war. Now they were being turned into the scapegoats ol 
relative economic decline, blamed for economic stagnation, wage 
inflation, unofficial and inter-union strikes, low productivity, and 
obstruction to industrial change. Their critics demanded urgent change 
from the trade unions and if they did not respond then many urged that 
the state must intervene and regulate their affairs. Some wanted the TUC 
to acquire greater centralised power and authority over its affiliate 
members, to discipline errant unions and make corporatist deals with 
government on economic policy, as it allegedly explained the success of 
economies like Sweden and West Germany. Others on the left favoured 
'all power to the shop stewards’ and enhanced industrial democracy, a 
delegation of power to the workplace and an end to the rigidities of 
national and industry-wide wage bargaining. There were also calls from 
all sides for internal reform of the trade unions, to make them ш о г р  

professional and centralised bodies with greater financial resources.
Woodcock was sensitive to the widely diverse range of critics. He 

recognised the trade unions enjoyed a less sympathetic public opinion 
than they had done during the war and its immediate aftermath. He also 
believed that the courts were growing more hostile to the trade unions 
with adverse judgments that might eventually threaten their lega' 
security. Woodcock believed that the main reason for such growing dis­
enchantment stemmed from the shift in the power balance in post-war 
industry due to full employment. Workers were more prosperous, more 
secure and enjoyed an improved bargaining position in a tight labour 
market. Although the relative affluence of many workers could not be 
taken for granted, their new-found strength encouraged forms of traJf
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union behaviour such as enforcement of closed shops and pursuit of 
jectionalist wage demands that the wider public found hard it to 
sympathise with. 'It is only when the public is generally favourable to 
trade unions that the unions can expect them to accept with good 
h u m o u r  and tolerance trade union activities ... Without goodwill, the 
public soon loses p a tie n ce .W o o d co ck  was prepared to defend the 
closed shop, although he accepted it was open to abuse. He wanted trade 
unions to curb their excesses themselves, accept wider responsibilities 
and justify their behaviour by reason and common sense, not through 
the threat or use of industrial muscle.

Public opinion would not stand for that and would turn against trade 
unions, demanding that the state should restrict their activities. He had 
in mind the demarcation disputes, 'noisy' demonstrations and unofficial 
stoppages that were starting to concern the government from the mid- 
1950s. Woodcock accepted that national union leaders were keen to stop 
such militancy by an undisciplined minority in giving the unions a bad 
name, and he urged them to do so, although he dismissed as simplistic 
those who believed that such Industrial unrest was due to any 
Communist conspiracy.

Trade union structure and the limits of self-reform

Woodcock's first priority after September 1960 was to launch a wide- 
ranging TUC inquiry into trade union purpose and structure 'with a view 
to making trade unions better fitted to meet modern industrial 
conditions'.^^ In an interview with Hugh Chevins, labour correspondent 
of the Daily Telesraph, he explained that he believed trade unions would 
have to reform their structures to respond to new circumstances and this 
meant launching a wide-ranging public debate about trade union 
purpose. Woodcock confessed he was unable to do this by throwing 
down a direct challenge to the affiliated unions.

Simply to say ' 1  believe in big unions or craft unions or industrial 
unions’ will get you nowhere. We must ask first of all -  'What are we 
here for? What is your job?' If you can get that understood then there 
is the lever for changes that have naturally to follow.

®ut from the outset Woodcock seemed full of self-doubt. 'I have got 
Seven years in this job', he explained.
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sectionalist wage demands that the wider public found hard it to 
sympathise with. 'It is only when the public is generally favourable to 
trade unions that the unions can expect them  to accept with good 
huiTiour and tolerance trade union activities ... W ithout goodwill, the 
public soon loses patience.'^^ W oodcock was prepared to defend the 
closed shop, although he accepted it was open to abuse. He wanted trade 
unions to curb their excesses themselves, accept wider responsibilities 
and justify their behaviour by reason and com m on sense, not through 
the threat or use of industrial muscle.

Public opinion would not stand for that and would turn against trade 
unions, demanding that the state should restrict their activities. He had 
in mind the demarcation disputes, 'noisy' demonstrations and unofficial 
stoppages that were starting to concern the government from the mid- 
1950s. Woodcock accepted that national union leaders were keen to stop 
such militancy by an undisciplined minority in giving the unions a bad 
name, and he urged them to do so, although he dismissed as simplistic 
those who believed that such industrial unrest was due to any 
Communist conspiracy.

Trade union stru ctu re  an d  th e  lim its o f self-reform

Woodcock's first priority after September 1960  was to launch a wide- 
ranging r u e  inquiry into trade union purpose and structure 'with a view 
to making trade unions better fitted to m eet modern industrial 
conditions'.^'^ In an interview with Hugh Chevins, labour correspondent 
of the Daily Telegraph, he explained that he believed trade unions would 
have to reform their structures to respond to new circumstances and this 
meant launching a wide-ranging public debate about trade union 
purpose. W oodcock confessed he was unable to do this by throwing 
down a direct challenge to the affiliated unions.

Simply to say 'I believe in big unions or craft unions or industrial 
unions' will get you nowhere. We must ask first of all -  'W hat are we 
here for? W hat is your job?' If you can get that understood then there 
is the lever for changes that have naturally to follow.
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seven years in this job', he explained.
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This may be conceit on my part but I really want to do something dnd 
1 feel that seven years is not a long time. 1  want to get things moving, 
1 want to see the TUC as a central organisation representing not only 
eight million affiliated members but the whole of Britain’s twent)- 
three million working people. 1 want to elevate the TUC to a position 
where it can bring influence to bear on the country's industrial and 
economic development.

In an undated aule-memuire entitled 'What Are We Here For?', Woodcock 
sought to articulate his thoughts.^s 'The whole point and purpose of 
unions', he ruminated, 'is to protect the interests of workpeople; to 
advance, to safeguard. Trade unions exist to interpret workpeople’s 
experiences; to discover their real interests; to be their advocates and to 
administer in their behalf.' The core of the paper concerns Woodcock's 
familiar preoccupation with state-trade union relations. It justifipc 
extended quotation:

There can be no formal limits or restrictions on wage bargaining; on 
trade unions having the right to get as strong as they can by a system 
of voluntary association including the closed shop. There can be no 
justification at all for any external limitation of a legal or an)' othei 
kind upon a union’s right to organise, to formulate their policies and 
to pursue them as relentlessly as they can. In the past, circumstances 
were the limiting factor. But today there is a limit to what unions 
should do -  can rightly do -  without making it impossible for the 
government to do the right things too. This is what I call the practical 
limits of regulation that we want to find. It is not a question of form 
but it is the principle of the acceptance of the idea that there are limit? 
and it is for us to see if we can define those limits. We cannot define 
them precisely. I am thinking about a conception at a point to which 
the unions are obliged to restrain the full use of their authority in a full 
employment society with due regard to the wider national effects oi 
their individual actions. 1  am trying to achieve the establishment of ал 
idea that there is an obligation upon unions to conform to a nation^' 
policy which covers situations wider than the ones with which the 
unions are dealing.

Woodcock also made it clear in the document that trade unions must 
be concerned with much more than collective bargaining:
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If unions keep using their strength to push up wages to the point at 
which inflation is a constant feature and a constant danger to the 
maintenance of our exports and of the ability to maintain our position 
as an exporting nation, then the only thing we can do is to induce 
deflation -  deliberately to restrain price movements even when it 
means inducing unemployment to be able to do it. That is the heart 
of the matter. A union ought to reflect upon the imposition or the 
acceptance in principle of a limit to what they can do. The limit is not 
what they can get out of the employer without having to strike but it 
does involve reactions all round. If a key body in an industry or firm 
exploits its strength to the full, then the rest of the workers in that 
firm have a limit imposed upon them by the action of that key body 
that went ahead regardless of anyone else's interests. 1  am thinking of 
arguments that will be needed to establish what will be considered a 
new principle of trade unionism -  that unions do not ruthlessly 
exploit their strength. 1  want to make them more powerful 
instruments, improve their structure, improve their knowledge of the 
possibilities. But if as a result of the enquiry all that we did was to 
improve the competence of trade unions within their preconceived 
field of getting the most they can for their workpeople; for 
streamlining their negotiations, or devolving responsibility 
downwards by giving full authority to people at the shop level to go 
ahead; if, as a result, all that we can do is to make them more 
dangerous in terms of rocking the national boat, then we should not 
have done enough. My object is not simply to improve the unions as 
instruments for doing what they want without reflection on the 
consequences of their actions.

At the initial stage of the TUC inquiry Woodcock wanted agreement 
from union leaders on these ideas:

Eventually we shall have to get formal machinery, some power by 
which we impose conceptions but the first thing is to get the 
conceptions accepted as part of the belief of trade unionism ... We are 
not going to jump in straightaway with purely structural talk. The first 
thing is to establish the essential functions of trade unionism.

'Woodcock also used the opportunity of his undated aide-memoire to 
l̂efine what the TUC's relationship should be in politics. 'The TUC is in 

politics -  there is no question at all about that’, he wrote.
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But we are not going to take our policy from anyone else. W hen 1  say 
we have to fit in with a conception of national interest, I do not mean 
a conception of national interest given to us by anyone else, neither 
by the Labour Party nor the Conservative government.

In this key docum ent W oodcock laid out what was a bold and radical 
challenge to the trade unions, but his exposition remained confined to 
the privacy of Congress House. W oodcock never revealed to the widet 
outside world his vision of modern trade unionism  in such a startling 
and perceptive way. It is also strange that he did not decide to launch the 
inquiry he wanted until two years after his arrival as TUC general 
secretary. Indeed, it was not until a meeting of the TUC's Finance and 
General Purposes Com m ittee on 10 December 1962 that he explained 
to senior union leaders what he sought in an oratorical tour i k  forct nn 
trade union purpose that seemed to bewilder his audience.

The m inutes o f the occasion provide a cogent account of what 
W oodcock had to say. If his aim was to win support for giving the lUC 
a greater authority over its affiliate members in the wider interests of the 
trade union m ovem ent, he was to find it a futile effort. WoodrocV 
contrasted the trade unions before and after the Second World War. As 
he explained;

In the pre-1939 period there was a constant striving for national 
agreements and a com m on rate. The direction of union power was 
upwards; unions were conscious of seeking to be nationally controlled. 
At that time the state accepted no responsibility and we were constant 
in wanting no interference ... But since 1944 successive governments 
have accepted the necessity for full em ploym ent: in the future it is 
certain that governments will continue this policy. We are adarn^m 
that government should accept its obligations in such matters as trade 
and finance: is there no obligation on trade unions? The TUC had an 
obligation to help unions by continuing to impress on the 
governm ent the need for full em ploym ent, w hich was the greatest 
ob jective of the TUC. Surely this means that unions have an 
obligation to the TUC or are they to exercise com plete f r e e d o m  at 
whatever cost to full em ploym ent or whatever cost to other union''’ 
We should not always resist government interference.

W oodcock argued that

if every union was a law unto itself with no responsibility for outside 
then it was not the kind of trade unionism on which we were brous^’*
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up to believe in ... There was an interdependence of the trade union 
niovement at the present time. Men on strike can put thousands out 
of work.

There is a serious disparity in wages, for example, between the car 
industry and railways. Coordination has never been possible. Last year 
the nurses, miners, engineers and railwaymen showed that a com m on 
effort was desirable and we could have done a great deal for the nurses 
and railwaymen if the miners and engineers had held off.

Full employm ent had given to many unions the power to go it alone, 
but

unions should not appeal to man's worst instincts. It is not simply a 
matter of the highest possible wage; man is concerned with 
continuity of em ploym ent and purchasing power. The free-for-all 
cannot continue unabated; it will bring regulation by unem ployment 
or legislation.

Noting the devolution of authority to local groups on the shopfloor, he 
insisted that:

These groups should be within the general supervision of the unions. 
We should not encourage workers to exploit ruthlessly their strength 
in some sectors; this would lead to fragmented unions. Indeed, if we 
concentrate on wages no one will take any notice of us on 
'government' matters. In a free for all we must be part of the all but is 
the free for all to continue for ever?^®

For Woodcock, the 'heart of the matter' lay in a crucial question: 'Could 
the unions say we look to you to press the governm ent to m aintain 
economic conditions, to see that the demand for labour is maintained, 
and yet at the same time say but the TUC can have no concern at what 
've do however it may affect your function?'^^ He said that he was 
'''orried about what would happen if the unions did not seek to work to 
change the free-for-all society. If people ruthlessly exploited their 
economic strength created by com m unity action and by the TUC's 
action in some cases, 'the com m unity would not tolerate the circum ­
stances which lead for instability '. W oodcock continued. Even a 
government com m itted to full em ploym ent m ight not accept the 
''esponsibility 'if the trade union m ovem ent ruthlessly exploited to the 
full its strength in separate groups'. It is im portant to underline the fact
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that W oodcock pinned the main blame on employers because they 
agreed to wage increases on a ‘kind of cost-plus basis'. His conclu>;ion 
was grave. If this problem were not solved, the government would solve 
it by putting employers back into the position of having to be tough. 
'Industrial discipline should not be enforced by regulation or hv 
unem ploym ent. If they ever cam e up against disastrous econom ic 
conditions, there would be nothing they could do, no matter how they 
organised themselves.'

W oodcock found no apparent supporters around the table for his 
arguments. Frank Cousins, the left-wing general secretary of the TGWU, 
was dismissive of what he had heard. 'It is impossible to make trade 
unionists into idealists’, he warned W oodcock. Cousins suspectcd the 
TUC general secretary wanted more power at the expense of affiliated 
union leaders and, if this was so, there would be little role left for men 
like him. 'In a system of free for all unions must be part of the free fni 
all. Unions should not be com m ercial undertakings; they should use 
power for the people they represent.' W illiam  Carron, right-wins 
president of the AEU, used the occasion to attack wage dispariticf 
between skilled workers and m ilitant shop stewards. Nobody was readv 
to engage with W oodcock's philosophy about trade union purpose. Hts 
bold initiative was almost over before it had begun.

Later, Woodcock blamed himself for trying to initiate the debate about 
union structure ahead of that of purpose. In fact, he had not done so. But 
the Minutes of the December 1962 meeting suggest that he stood alone 
in his attem pt to debate in a serious, fundam ental fashion what the 
unions were there for. W oodcock was right to feel that moving on to 
union structure was a pointless exercise if no agreem ent had beer 
reached about union purpose. Nevertheless, that is what he proceeded to 
do. Again, he failed to make any headway with the leaders of affiliated 
unions. In May 1963 W oodcock virtually ended the possibility of any 
significant advance for the inquiry by subm itting a paper to 
colleagues advocating industrial unionism . It should have been no 
surprise to him  that such an argum ent fell on deaf ears. In 1927 and 
again in 1944 internal TUC inquiries had discussed the idea of industrJa' 
unionism , but w ithout reaching any agreem ent. Yet now W oodcocV  

argued in his paper:

Industrial unionism  is the only basis on which it would be possible to 
make continuous and substantial progress towards s tru c tu rJ 

integration. Organisation on any other basis, short of a single nnio^ 
for all workpeople, is bound to result in diversity of structure.
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VVoodcock did not accept that industrial unionism  was a utopian 
proposal if the unions were 'prepared to  take tim e, patience and 
flexibility' in trying to bring it about. 'It has been done in other countries 
and the widely held belief if we in Britain were starting from scratch we 
w o u ld  build trade unions on an industrial basis surely implies these 
technical questions are not insoluble.' He accepted it might take 40 -5 0  
years to achieve industrial unionism , but believed it was well worth 
laying it down as a TUC objective.

However, W oodcock conceded that such a change would inevitably 
involve the demise of two of the largest, non-industry based unions in 
the country, the TGWU and the GMWU, whose mainly manual worker 
members were sprinkled right across the labour market. This difficulty 
could only be overcome, if at all, by 'a scheme framed in such a way as 
to allow unions to make the required changes gradually over a long 
period of tim e', he admitted. He thought the example of the British Iron 
and Steel and Kindred Trades Association might be considered: 
'recruitment into a number of separate unions was stopped and though 
the unions carried on with their existing m em bership they were 
eventually superseded in the natural course of events by the new 
association'. His paper failed to  find the slightest support among other 
union leaders. Cousins again lost no time in rejecting his arguments. He 
pointed out that his own organisation was a splendid exam ple of 
industrial unionism , with 54 former unions united in one body. Not to 
be outdone by this, Fred Hayday of the General and Municipal Workers 
said his union consisted o f 300 different unions.^^

Congress House continued to discuss the nature of structural reform 
by looking at possible areas where the TUC could encourage trade union 
mergers and amalgamations. But the internal inquiry was virtually at an 
end by the time of the TUC's Finance and General Purposes Com m ittee 
on 10 February 1964. For that meeting, at W oodcock's direct insistence, 
the secretariat added a section to  a mem orandum , calling for the 
abolition of the TGWU and NUGMW, with a transfer of most of their 
members to new industry-based organisations. They would then merge 
to represent m iscellaneous industries and groups of workpeople not 
easily classified for attachm ent to the main industrial unions, such as 
chemicals, paint, rubber and p la s t ic s .T h is  was not a prospect likely to 
find any favour with the large unions concerned. By the time of the 1964 
Congress W oodcock adm itted defeat on trade union reform. '1 was 
Perhaps wrong to speak of industrial unionism and ought to have spoken 
^ore about coordination or am algam ation leading to one bargaining 

for each area of industrial negotiations either for a whole industry
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or more in line with present day thinkLing', he admitted.^* The inquuy 
into trade union structure and purpose was not entirely barren of 
achievement. In 1964-66 the TUC held 24 union structure conferences 
to encourage union mergers and amalgamations. While in 1962 there 
had been 182 TUC affiliates, that number had fallen to 170 four years 
later. In addition, union density rose by 2 per cent, and there was a net 
gain of 450,ООО members for TUC affiliates. Yet it was a sad outcome for 
what Woodcock had begun in 1962 with such high hopes. He does noi 
seem to have found the time, the energy or the organisational means to 
turn his insightful analysis of the trade union problem into practical and 
successful policy-making. A TUC office note, dated 4 August 1967, on 
Woodcock's main achievements ought to provide a final word on hi? 
famous inquiry. As it explained:

In 1962 the General Secretary persuaded the annual TUC to agree to 
a thoroughgoing examination of trade union structure. The intetition 
of the General Secretary was to secure by amalgamation a considerable 
reduction in the number of trade unions and more particularly to get 
unions formed on the basis of industries as against the craft basis of 
many of the older unions or the heterogenous spread of the general 
labour unions. This proved to be too ambitious or precipitous for most 
of the unions. Nevertheless, structural reform by amalgamation and 
closer association has recently proceeded on an ad hoc basis morp 
speedily than for many years.-*^

The state steps in: Donovan and 'In Place of Strife'

‘I desperately wanted all the time I was at the TUC and still want to try 
to get a clearer and more widely acceptable understanding of what ttade 
unions are for', Woodcock told Harold Webb, the BBC’s industrial cor­
respondent in 1970, when reminiscing on his years as general secretary/ 
when chairman of the newly formed independent Commission on 
Industrial Relations.^-* Thwarted by his failure to win over his VUC 
General Council colleagues, he saw the Wilson governmen'* 
appointment of a Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employt^  ̂
Associations as an alternative way forward. Perhaps a broader 
could begin to answer the question, 'What are we here for?'; '1 
on that commission as an instrument from which I could get 
discussion and this clear statement of trade union purpose.' This 
he insisted he should become a member of the proposed Commi^ '̂°|’ 
chaired by Lord Donovan, the well known and respected judge. Wit’’
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fiis presence on the body he feared the other Commission members 
fnight not deal with the crucial problem that continued to trouble him. 
Д5  he explained to Webb:

1 did not think that what I wanted the Donovan Commission to do 
could be done simply by writing a memorandum of evidence and 
appearing on one or two days to be questioned by a committee over 
which 1  had not got some continuous influence. 1  will put it as 
conceitedly as that: I wanted to be there in the detailed discussions.

But Woodcock confessed to Webb that, after all, the Commission failed 
to address the question of what trade unions were here for:

The Donovan Commission became mainly (though not exclusively) a 
commission on the structure of industrial relations, on collective 
bargaining. And all the things that oppressed me at the TUC -  our 
relations with government, our responsibility shared with government 
for the development of our social services, education, hospitals. 
National Health Service and so on -  those things were not touched on 
in the Donovan Commission. 1 failed to get the discussion 1 wanted.

But the question is -  did Woodcock ever really try? He had served on the 
Royal Commission on Taxation and on the Radcliffe Committee on the 
working of the monetary system, so he knew what being on such a 
commission involved. From the start, however, Woodcock turned out 
to be a surprisingly infrequent attender at the Donovan Commission's 
meetings. And the Minutes of the Commission give no sign that, when 
he did bother to turn up, he ever raised that 'What are we here for?' 
question. He certainly never submitted a memorandum of his own. It 
was Andrew Shonfield, the incisive economic editor of the Observer, who 
produced a trenchant analysis that ended up almost as a one-man 
minority report. The intellectual firepower behind the mainstream work 
of the Commission came from the so-called Oxford University industrial 
relations school of Professor Hugh Clegg, Allan Flanders and Otto Kahn- 
Ffeund. It was Clegg's draft that formed the core of the final report with 

sign of any involvement from Woodcock. Indeed, Woodcock and 
ru e  colleague. Lord Collison of the Agricultural Workers' Union, 

appear to have adopted a wholly negative attitude to the Commission's 
^̂ 8̂ 8 estioп that it should widen its investigations to cover unofficial 
strikes and restrictive labour practices. This was partly due to the growing 
Concern inside the TUC that initial evidence before the Commission
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seemed to be hostile to trade unions. Woodcock claimed that 'the Tlĵ  ̂
had been put on the defensive by criticisms arising in evidence heard so 
far; this might be an accidental result of the way evidence has so 
come in since the first union had only been heard that morning and the 
Commission had previously been reluctant to hear individual unions In 
advance of the TUC’.-̂ ‘* But this was entirely Woodcock’s own responsi. 
bility. The long delay before the TUC itself produced its own written 
evidence to the Commission remains baffling. Woodcock could hardU 
have endeared himself to his Commission colleagues when he told them:

The setting up of the commission could perhaps be attributed to the 
efforts of the TUC more than anyone else and they had had hiĵ h 
hopes of what an inquiry which would essentially be into industnal 
relations might achieve; but now that the commission was receiving 
many (often ill thought-out) proposals, for example on the leĵ al 
enforceability of collective agreements, whose object was to pul 
pressure on the unions they were naturally wary. This inclined them 
to wait and see what criticisms were made before putting in their own 
evidence. In any case the TUC staff was under severe strain at pre.seni 
and this was holding up work on its evidence.

Woodcock explained that he found it quite impossible to attend 
meetings of the Commission more than once a week.- '̂’

Even more surprisingly, he now seemed keen to limit the areas of 
inquiry of the Commission away from his own 'What are we here for? 
question. He explained to his colleagues that

It was questionable whether it was really for the commission to deal 
for example with some of the vast questions raised under the headins 
of incomes policy. Fundamentally the commission's job was to 
examine industrial relations. It should not act in the belief that it 
could direct the two sides of industry in any particular direction.'*’

When the Donovan Commission eventually held a discussion on 
May 1966 over the role of unions and employers in accelerating 
social and economic advance of the nation. Woodcock was conipicuou' 
by his absence. By early autumn of that year Lord Donovan was starting 
to lose patience with the TUC because of its continuing failure 
produce any of its long-awaited evidence. He told his colleagues. 
the Commission was now reaching the end of its hearings of 
evidence and was about to embark on discussions on the proble'’’^
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jjefore it, and these discussions would concern matters of great moment 
to the trade union movement. It would be unfortunate if the 
Comniission had to do this without having had both the written and 
oral evidence of the TUC.-̂ ^

When the TUC evidence did eventually reach the Commission in 
November 1966, 18 months after the Commission had started its work, 
it devoted little space to a discussion of Woodcock’s 'What are we here 
for?' question. He wrote the first chapter of the TUC’s written submission 
himself, but its reflections on the relationship between the trade unions 
and the state were rather perfunctory. Indeed, Woodcock seemed to 
visualise government intervention in industrial relations only as a 
complement or a second-best alternative to the strengthening of 
employer-trade union agreements. 'The government's attitude', he 
argued, 'was one of abstention, of formal indifference'. In any future 
development of the relationship the 'respective responsibilities of trade 
unions and government' should be made quite distinct to avoid dangers 
of misunderstanding.-^** Woodcock at no time sought to demand a direct 
TUC role in the administering of public policy. The TUC evidence was 
highly circumscribed on what it visualised the TUC’s relationship ought 
to be with the state. There were few signs of the more radical analysis 
contained in Woodcock's earlier memorandum in 1962 on the 'What 
are we here for?' question.

In 1971 Woodcock reflected on the outcome of the Royal 
Commission. 'If the Commission failed to deal with an important 
question it was this question of incomes policy or more correctly the 
relationship of trade unions and the state’, he said.

1  would have been willing for the commission to discuss all aspects of 
incomes policy within a discussion of the wider question. I tried, 
though perhaps not hard enough, to get the commission to examine 
the essential role and responsibilities of modern governments. But by 
the time we had done with 'relations between management and 
employees’ and might have gone on to the closer examination of the 
role of trade unions and employer associations in accelerating the 
social and economic advance of the nation, the commission had had 
enough.

l̂ nd yet Woodcock had plenty of opportunity during his time on the 
onovan Commission to pursue the issue that agonised him. His 

^PParent indolence and lack of interest contrasts sharply with Shonfield’s 
yperactive contribution. The final outcome of the Commission’s delib­
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erations, the Donovan Report, was concerned overwhelmingly with the 
problem of how to reconcile what it called the formal with the informal 
system of industrial relations, through acceptance of a more structured 
approach to workplace bargaining by the encouragement of company- 
wide collective agreements. The document had surprisingly little to say 
about the role of the state in industrial relations or the impact of trade 
unions on the wider political economy.

The TUC's own rather churlish response to the Donovan Repon 
hardly suggests that Woodcock was part of the final outcome. But by the 
summer of 1968 Woodcock seems to have grown tired of TUC General 
Council attitudes, no doubt due in part to his increasing difficulties m 
maintaining its support for relations with the Labour government over 
incomes policy. The General Council statement on Donovan suggested 
it would give further consideration to establishing basic principles to 
cover union admission, discipline and elections, with the TUC providing 
a last resort for individuals who have a complaint under existin f̂ 
procedures. The TUC document went on: 'The General Council would 
be seriously concerned by any government commitment in this 
particular area in advance of their own examination of the issue' 
involved."**’ Woodcock wrote angrily in the margin of his copy. 
'Government will not, however, wait for ever or be satisfied with the 
pussyfooting pace of the General Council.’

Indeed, he seemed to be moving towards a sympathetic vicv̂  of the 
need for government action to reform the trade unions. Barbara Castk, 
the Secretary of State for Employment and Productivity, recalls th 3 i 
Woodcock appeared ready to swallow whole her new radical plans. Л' 
she noted in her diary on 19 December 1968:

On an impulse I have decided to take him completely into my 
confidence about what 1 am proposing over Donovan. He listened f® 
my full resume in silence and then to my surprise said he didn't thinl* 
there was anything there that need alarm the trade union movement 
I could hardly believe my ears!”*’

'1 don't remember the exact words 1 used'. Woodcock later recalled, 
what 1 think I said was "well 1 am not surprised that we are faced 
this"."*2 It was Woodcock who persuaded Barbara Castle to reveal 
plans to the TUC Finance and General Purposes Committee before 
presented them to the full cabinet. 'He knew I would be taking a 
talking fully to the TUC before going to the cabinet but he was 
would reap dividends', said Mrs Castle. 'The TUC would then never
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able to say they had not been consulted fully before the government had 
inade up its mind/'*-  ̂ Again, she recalls in her diary on 2 January 1969 
th a t Woodcock called her 'In Place of Strife' White Paper 'excellent'; 'He 
w ent on almost passionately to say I had given the trade unions the 
opportunity he had always them to be given and that our approach had 
been better than Donovan’s'. Woodcock informed her: 'I wanted the 
C o m m is s io n  to be more forthcoming but 1 had to compromise.’ 
H ow ever, Mrs Castle was dubious as to Woodcock's practical utility as 
an ally;

He clearly inferred my penal powers would act as an incentive to the 
unions to do the job themselves and for this reason he welcomed 
them and 1 hinted hard that he could save an unnecessary cleavage 
with the unions if he would only say as much. He obviously intends 
to help but no doubt he will do so in his own obscure way.

Nevertheless, she believed him when he assured her 'there was no 
violation of trade union principles in my package’.'*■’

Trade unions and the m aking of public policy

Woodcock had always wanted the TUC to take a direct role in 
influencing government decisions, especially in the making of national 
macro-economic policy. But he recognised the difficulties of persuading 
the TUC General Council to become involved in such a development if 
this meant any abrogation of the power of affiliate unions over their 
collective bargaining. Trade union suspicions of the state were based on 
tradition and practical experience, as Woodcock accepted; 'Our 
movement is clannish, inbred. It prefers to stick to itself and avoid 
outside influences. It is a bit afraid of entanglements."*^ The TUC’s 
strategic shift from mass demonstrations and marches to behind-the- 
scenes lobbying in Whitehall departments did not take place without 
years of agonised debate and indecision. Woodcock's attitude was similar 
to that of his mentor Citrine, who, during his period as TUC general 
secretary, had sought to broaden the TUC's influence over public policy 
so that it would have 'power to act on policy issues in a cohesive 
• а̂ппег'. б̂ [during the 1930s -  from the 19.32 Ottawa conference which 
'ntroduced Imperial preference, to the 1939 government preparations 
for war -  the TUC established a limited access to consultation. But it was 
*he Second World War that had accelerated this process. The new mood 

self-confidence and realism during those years can be detected on the
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pages of the TUC's increasingly voluminuous annual reports. By 1 9 4 5  
in Citrine's words the TUC had established the right to be heard on 
'those questions of general policy which were of common interest'.^’ ip 
reality, the practice never matched the ideal. This was partly due, in 
Woodcock's opinion, to the calibre of the trade union leaders who joined 
the multiplicity of public service posts offered to them after the war. 
'Seniority, union muscle, competence. You needed one of those assets to 
get a job and in that order', he explained. Woodcock disliked whal ht 
regarded as the improper way in which public appointments were treated 
as perks of office by union leaders. He recalled receiving a complaint 
from John Hare, Minister of Agriculture in the 1950s, that the union 
nominees on the marketing boards were not making an effort. 'It ч’ал 
true. There was no reporting back. We never knew what they were drtirg. 
In fact they did damn all."***

As TUC general secretary. Woodcock was determined to try and 
change such attitudes. He was also keen to encourage a more active rolt 
for the TUC in its relations with government, even a Conservative one, 
His aims were assisted enormously by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s 
decision to form the National Economic Development Council in 1962, 
a tripartite forum designed to develop a wider understanding of the 
economy in a systematic way. Woodcock later believed that one of his 
greatest achievements had been to persuade the unions to agree that the 
TUC should participate in the NEDC at a time when state-union 
relations were strained by a government clamp-down on public sector 
pay and growing pressure for the creation of a national incomes strateg>'. 
In many ways the NEDC was the institutional expression of Wocdcock's 
philosophy, for it gave the unions the opportunity and responsibilit>'to 
play a significant role in public policy. 'It was the reflection of my 
attitude', he explained. 'It was the outward sign of the inward grace 
Woodcock told the 1962 Congress:

We must not as a trade union movement give the impression that we 
are claiming absolute, unfettered, unqualified freedom, to do what 
like and to hell with the rest. That is not trade unionism, never has 
been. The whole point and purpose of trade unionism is for people^® 
get together and collectively come to a common policy. That is 
the NEDC is for in intention.-^*'

The new body was seen as the instrument that would gradually 
down the defensive attitudes of the trade unions and make them 
to take what Woodcock called 'a completely impartial, coldly aralV^^
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view of all our problems’. He visualised the NEDC playing an educative 
role in the modernisation of trade unions by making them much more 
avvare of the wider concerns of the political economy beyond collective 
bargaining. The structure of the NEDC owed much to the strength of his 
own arguments in convincing Selwyn Lloyd, the Conservative 
C h a n ce llo r  of the Exchequer, that the proposed body should be much 
fnore than a device for simply extending and regularising the 
consultative system' and providing the Treasury with advice.'''

From the outset, Woodcock insisted that the six union members of 
the NEDC must be chosen by the TUC General Council and not the 
government. This was made a condition for TUC involvement in the 
new tripartite organisation. Moreover, the TUC nominees were to sit on 
the NEDC as a collective group, not as individuals, and they were to 
report back and be accountable to the TUC Economic Committee and 
the General Council. Woodcock described them once as 'the 
ambassadors of the movement who were engaged but not committed', 
because that would have suggested that union leaders were under some 
absolute obligation which was never possible. It was unclear where the 
NEDC was leading under the Conservatives. Woodcock admitted to a 
meeting of union research officers in November 1963, 15 months after 
its creation, that it remained an 'open question' how the NEDC would 
develop. When they had come to really difficult problems they had 
tacitly side-tracked them, but they were at least still together, he 
admitted.

'The TUC had never wanted a "talking shop", doing nothing but 
produce reports on the economic situation and a yearly economic 
survey. Economic surveys, as such, were an important and indisputable 
part of planning but the most important part of planning was agreeing 
to make things h a p p e n . ' ^ 2  -jhe 1967 TUC assessment of his 
achievements highlighted the importance of his role in the creation of 
the NEDC. The TUC's involvement was seen as a reflection of a greater 
"willingness on the part of the trade union movement to cooperate with 
governments and employers in the formulation and administration of 
economic policy, and in economic planning in p a r t ic u la r .T h e  
nionthly NEDC meetings were useful, often informative, gatherings that 
^̂ ealt with the familiar long-term ills which impeded economic growth 

ûch as poor productivity, lack of workers' skill training and education, 
ôo little industrial investment and lack of financial incentives for 

‘Companies. More detailed, practical work was done by what were known 
the 'little NEDDYs', the sector or industry-based economic 

committees serviced by the NEDC secretariat. Union
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officials sat on those bodies but their performance was inevitably uneven 
in quality. W oodcock acknowledged the difficulties this presented to tfig 
TUC itself as it attempted to support their activities with its own 
resources. Critics of the NEDC complained that the body was toothlei;^ 
because it lacked executive powers and was more of a talking shop than 
a body capable of effective action. Its early agenda was concerned with 
looking at ways o f im proving econom ic growth and exam ining the 
obstacles to better performance. It is true the Conservative governmem 
had no wish to strengthen the NEDC in econom ic policy-making in njch 
a way that it could usurp or challenge the powers of the state and 
parliament, but W oodcock was much more upset by the attitude of the 
Labour government after October 1964, when it downgraded the NEDC's 
strategic role through a reassertion of executive authority. George 
Brown’s newly formed Department of Economic Affairs and the resulttni; 
am bitious 1965 National Plan were to be the dynamos for the new 
growth strategy, not the NEDC. W oodcock's ambivalent attitude to the 
Labour Party was confirmed by his experiences of working with Harold 
W ilson and his ministers on econom ic policy. In retrospect, he believe<j 
he found it easier and more congenial to work with Reginald Maudling 
as Chancellor of the Exchequer than his Labour successors. 'When 
Labour came in they wanted to hog everything, do everything their v n /, 
he remembered. 'They met an enormous am ount of goodwill and get a 
lot of support in the early s t a g e s . I n  fact. W oodcock held a low 
opinion of most politicians. Labour as much as Conservative. He disliked 
the TUC being overly com m itted to Labour. He wanted to establish an 
enhanced role for Congress House as the representative national 
federation for organised workers, whatever their political loyalties migW 
be, and he never visualised the TUC as a servile wing of the Labour I’arty- 
He regarded the affiliation to the TUC of NALGO, the white-collai local 
governm ent trade union which was not affiliated to the Labour Party 
and did not even have a political fund at that time, as one of his great£5l 
achievem ents while general secretary. In the TUC's evidence iti 
Donovan Com m ission the arm 's-length nature of its relationship W 
Labour was emphasised as a significant divergence of function, the П1С 
memorandum reflected:

The existence o f com m on roots yet distinct functions is the 
im portant feature of the relationship. The relationship becom** 
strained if either attempts to capitalise on the loyalties which 
and the strength of the relationship lies paradoxically in the 
of the ties.^-'’
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VVoodcock made it clear that he would not have considered joining the 
Labour government in October 1964 even if he had been asked.

Frank Cousins was to suffer an unhappy period as M inister of 
T e c h n o lo g y  until he resigned in protest at the governm ent's econom ic 
crisis measures in July 1966. In his philosophy Woodcock may have been 
keen to develop close state-union relations. But during Labour's years 
in office there was a serious lack of cohesion between the  TUC and 
government. The absence of a figure like Bevin who could straddle the 
two sides was to prove a real weakness.

The rise an d  fall of in com es policy

The focus of friction between the two wings of the Labour Movement 
centred around the tangled and ever-present issue of incom es policy. 
This was due to the alm ost persistent pressure from the Labour 
government after October 1964 on the TUC to seek to m oderate the 
wage claims of its affiliated unions as a way of convincing the interna­
tional financial com m unity that the UK econom y was basically sound. 
Woodcock had always been, in his own words, very m uch an incomes 
policy man ever since September 1939. He regarded reaching com m on 
agreement over wage determ ination between the TUC and government 
as an essential part of a full em ploym ent policy. But he also admitted 
that union leaders were always less convinced than he was about the 
need for any form of incom es policy. 'All through, there was reluctance, 
distrust, dislike, opposition, certainly always uneasiness about any talk 
or any attempt to control wages.'^^

Woodcock understood trade union reluctance to engage in wage 
restraint even if he did not really share such doubts or resistance himself. 
He failed to see how it was possible for the TUC to gain any credibility 
in pressing its own econom ic agenda with governm ents if it failed to 
address the wages question in a serious m anner. To m ilitant union 
leaders like Frank Cousins, the whole purpose of trade unionism  was to 
gain more m oney for the members. But W oodcock recoiled from what 
he considered such an uncom plicated view, although he bewildered 
rather than convinced his colleagues over what actual role he envisaged 
for the TUC in the development of a permanent incomes policy. His own 
personal experience in the 1930s, as well as his backroom work at the 

during the war and with the Attlee government, had strengthened 
his belief that wage stability was necessary in a dem ocratic society to 
ensure there could be no return to the ravages of mass unem ployment. 

® regarded a voluntary incom es policy as an essential prerequisite to
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prevent such a catastrophe. But Woodcock was never favourable to 
idea of a statutory incomes policy legislated by government and backed 
with penal sanctions to be used against unwilling employers or workers 
After October 1964 he spent much of his time arguing as best he could 
against a Labour government which increasingly believed the Uk 
economy faced ruin unless curbs were placed on pay bargaining to 
prevent wage-push inflation.

But Woodcock also recognised that governments were not over 
impressed by the TUC's capacity to deliver its side of any economic 
bargain. Ministers under stress sought TUC consent, or at least 
acquiescence, on incomes restraint as a matter of urgency in the national 
interest. Woodcock did not believe that such pressure was conducive tc 
economic success. Union leaders might respond favourably to Ldbour 
government exhortations, but through a sense of political loyalty totJie 
Labour Party rather than from any conviction that wage restraint madp 
much industrial or economic sense.

Woodcock regarded incomes policy as a long-term objective, not a 
quick fix. It would take time to convince union leaders that a national 
understanding over pay was in the best interests of their members, he 
believed. He was opposed instinctively to wage restraint imposed by 
government through fiat or threat. During his years as general secretary 
Congress never defeated resolutions favourable to the principle of 
incomes policy. 'Throughout my time we adhered to the view that an 
incomes policy was desirable and was compatible with proper trade 
union objectives', he said. 'We had perhaps disagreements sometimes 
among ourselves about m e t h o d s . I n  the early 1960s Woodcock 
endeavoured to stimulate a mood, a sense of responsibility on pa\ 
among union leaders. But his efforts were continually challenged b)' 
Cousins. At the 1963 Congress Woodcock gave articulate expression to 
the need for a voluntary incomes policy and its connection tc his widei 
concerns about union-state relations. In doing so he laid bjre thf 
tangled difficulties of resolving the problem of reconciliation between 
the demands of the state and the aspirations of union members whifb 
was never to be resolved. As Woodcock told the delegates:

It was entirely foreign to trade union tradition and practice for 
to be any interference whatsoever at any time with unions m thE'‘ 
right to pursue on behalf of their members claims for improvtme»’  ̂
in wages and working conditions. It is a tradition of the trade 
movement. This is why we were formed. This is what we hflve doiiE 
all our lives.
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VVocidcock a g re e d  that it w as w ro n g  a n d  certainly d a n g e ro u s  even to 
attempt to interfere with unions in this bargaining process. But then he 
went on to point out that as a result of the TUC's own success since 1945 
in increasing its power and influence over governments in the making 
of economic policy, it was impossible for the unions to exclude the 
wages question from the public policy agenda. He ask ed : 'Are we when 
these big issues come up, to sit supine and dumb and mute, to have 
nothing at all to say?' In his view the days of TUC protest were over. He 
asserted:

We left Trafalgar Square a long time ago. Now the TUC should use its 
influence in the committee rooms sitting opposite the men with 
power in government and this meant having to discuss pay as well as 
prices, profits, rents and the rest.-̂ ®

Although he was reluctant to admit it publicly, Woodcock believed the 
trade unions would never move over pay and perhaps over anything else 
unless they were subjected to external pressures. 'Governments needed 
to confront the TUC with problems to which it would have to respond. 
Unity at the TUC came from the dangers posed to it by outside threats 
or blandishments.' On the other hand. Woodcock found it hard to 
balance that belief with his intellectual fastidiousness over any crude use 
of political power. In the autumn of 1965 he had to tolerate the bullying 
style of George Brown, Secretary of State for Economic Affairs, who had 
demanded that the TUC General Council must accept the introduction 
of a compulsory early warning system for price rises and pay settlements. 
Woodcock believed that no incomes policy stood much chance of 
success if it was divorced from any genuine commitment to economic 
growth and became an instrument that sought to impose deflation on 
working people. But out of the 1965 crisis came the TUC initiative to 
create its own committee to vet wage claims and settlements presented 
to it by affiliated unions, a move that, in the words of the then 
Chancellor Jim Callaghan, 'attracted favourable coverage in many 
countries and improved sentiment markedly'.^® The TUC's creation of a 
distinctive, self-administered incomes policy involving the notification 
by unions of their wage claims through a vetting procedure, was a clear 
'ntrusion into union autonomy.

However, Woodcock remained sceptical of the government's broad 
Economic strategy. In the July 1966 crisis he was inclined to call inside 
\V̂   ̂ rejection of the government’s proposed wage freeze,

oodcock believed it would serve the unions little purpose if they
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swallowed the governm ent's package and then found it was rejected by 
work groups through aggressive shopfloor bargaining over which neither 
the TUC nor its affiliate unions could exercise effective control. However, 
the wage vetting process continued to provide the TUC with a semblance 
of influence over pay, even if the government was unimpressed by the 
outcom e in restraining union bargainers. The 1967 assessment of 
W oodcock's achievem ents argued that the TUC had strengthened its 
position as the authoritative voice of the British trade union movement 
in its dealings with governm ents by its role in the developm ent of 
incom es policy.*’*’ It emphasised that this did involve a clear TUC 
intervention in the domestic affairs of the unions by bringing wages and 
working conditions of their members into scrutiny. But W oodcock saw 
no point in mobilising the TUC to confront the government's incomci 
policy as the growing left in the unions demanded. In his last speech as 
general secretary to the 1968 Congress, he returned to old themes. He 
argued that although the TUC had to oppose government policies, theie 
was no future in getting into fights with governm ents in the kind of 
world in which we live today. In the long run, the TUC had to work with 
governments. He told delegates that what Britain needed was 'a better 
ordered and more m ethodical, sensible and more just system of 
collective bargaining and wage settlem ent’. He developed his nnw 
fam iliar text; 'W hile unions existed as custodians of the principle of 
collective bargaining, this did not mean collective bargaining was about 
simply strengthening little groups to do what they like and to hell with 
the rest of us.'*’ ' But by 1968 such sentim ents found limited support 
among union leaders. Cousins, backed by the newly elected left-wing 
president of the AEU, Hugh Scanlon, successfully moved a re s o lu tio n  

that rejected any legislation designed to restrict pay on the grounds that 
it curtailed basic union rights. A m otion that merely reaffirmed C on grcs» 

support for the TUC's voluntary system was carried only narrowly by a 
34 ,000  majority.

Nonetheless, W oodcock was successful in w inning over the TUC 
General Council to a more system atic approach to econom ic policy' 
making which would strengthen Congress House in its relations witti 
government. This came with agreement on the publication of an an n u a ' 

TUC econom ic review. 'The success of the TUC in making a deal wiH’ 
government depended upon the TUC's internal com petence and the>' 
ability to have som ething to give as well as to take in a bargaifi, 
W oodcock told a TUC conference of union executives on 17 JanuaO 
1968. 'The TUC needed to have the right to com m it unions on econoni'‘ 
policy and to speak with a union about attitudes and practices
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j,yipeded the realisation of the objectives of the trade union movement 
3 S a w hole.’ The TUC annual econom ic review was regarded by 
VVoodcock as the culm ination of a process that went back to the Second 
VVorld War. He saw its introduction as an important stage in turning the 
TUC from being a self-centred pressure group into an organisation that 
could  offer governm ent 'a coherent, com petent, sensible, intelligent 
view', reflecting the TUC's position as a 'responsible and permanent part 
of a civilised c o m m u n i t y ' . T h e  annual review did bring a greater 
intellectual coherence to TUC econom ic thought. Long after the tedious 
battles over incom es policies were forgotten, that publication remained 
an important part of the TUC's public policy process, ensuring union 
leaders were better equipped to argue their case in the trade union 
interest against the restrictive views of the Treasury.

Assessment

Woodcock regretted that he did not serve long enough as TUC general 
secretary. But it is doubtful whether he would have achieved much more 
than he did if his term at Congress House had lasted fifteen years, rather 
than less than nine years. The job of TUC general secretary is almost an 
impossible one to carry out with success at the best of times. There are 
no big battalions that the general secretary can mobilise. Moreover, the 
general secretary is very much the servant of Congress, the collective 
voice of the m ovem ent. This imposes severe lim its on the general 
secretary's capacity to  lead the unions too far in any particular or 
distinctive policy direction. Ideally, the TUC general secretary requires 
powerful allies on the General Council to be effective. Citrine was able 
to find such a partner in the massive TGWU union leader, Ernest Bevin, 
after 1926. W oodcock's trouble was that he was to en joy no similar 
relationship with any senior union leaders on the General Council. It is 
true that Frank Cousins of the TGWU was a man he respected, but 
Cousins's ideas about what trade unions were for were very different 
from those of W oodcock. 'He was an influence against me. But I admired 
the man', admitted W oodcock.

He read his papers. He knew the subject and his arguments were not 
to be thrown away. They were not trivial. They were related to a basic 
belief and principles just as I believe m ine were. Mine was a principle 
of elevating the TUC to be the voice of the trade union m ovement in 
tfie field of econom ic policy. His belief was that individual unions
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existed to protect the working interests of their members. Now tho';p
two things were not immediately reconcilable.^-^

The truth is that W oodcock lacked the personal and political qualitit^ 
needed to cajole and glad-hand, to flatter and manoeuvre. He was 
conceited about his own cleverness and scornful of those who were lew 
intelligent than he was himself. But this made it very difficult to exertlst 
any positive influence over the thinking of the TUC General Council, 
although he was respected and often feared by the able Congress Ноич 
secretariat. As W oodcock admitted; '1 would float a proposal. It would 
be chewed over in com m ittee, then it would go to the General Counci’ 
and finally to Congress by which tim e it was unrecognisable from what 
1 first envisaged.'^'* He was as much aware of his own personal tailings 
as his critics. But it is debatable whether anybody else could have made 
much difference to the evolution of the TUC during the crisis veart of 
the 1960s.

W hat W oodcock did, however, was to ask crucial questions aboui itie 
future of trade unionism . He may not have been able to translate his 
own answers into effective action, but he was more aware than others 
about the importance of establishing a stable and credible relationship 
between the trade unions and the state and employers in a full 
employm ent econom y. This involved a difficult balancing of interests. 
As he explained in 1968, the TUC performed two distinct and conflicting 
functions. It was there to represent the com m on interests ot working 
people. But it was also established that it would not interfere in the 
dom estic affairs of the unions. ‘W e have to find a way of reconciling 
these two apparent opposite and contradictory obligations'.'^* 
W oodcock warned the TUC it would have to persuade its affiliate unioni 
to adapt their own divergent policies to conform  with the commonly 
agreed objectives of the movement as a whole. If this was not done, then 
severe troubles lay ahead. Unless the TUC was modernised by the u n ion s 

them selves to take on more collective responsibility, then a future 
government was likely to introduce industrial relations laws to restrict 

their activities and disengage the state from econom ic m a n a g e m e n t  

a resulting abandonm ent of any com m itm ent to full employment 
Events under Margaret Thatcher's premiership in the 1980s confir'^^^ 
W oodcock's realistic analysis.

The August 1967 TUC briefing note on his achievem ents summanstd 
the W oodcock era:
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Generally Mr W oodcock has tried to make the individual unions less 
self-centred and more willing to make their individual policies and 
practices fit in with the broader objectives of national policy. The 
ultimate practical outcome of all this in terms of structure and practice 
is still uncertain but what is certain is that the trade unions have 
become more receptive to change during Mr W oodcock's period as 
General Secretary.^^

The outcome may have fallen far below W oodcock's idealistic ambitions. 
The TUG, as a loose confederation of disparate interests, was at its best 
when faced by external adversity. During the Second World War, and in 
its efforts at developing credible incom es policies culm inating in the 
Social Contract of the 1970s, the TUC was able to mobilise an impressive 
if temporary unity to com bat with some effect the impact of national 
crises. But the UK's social and econom ic structure was not conducive to 
the emergence of a fully-fledged corporatist system with a TUC equipped 
with the centralised powers enjoyed by other western European national 
union bodies such as the W est German DGB and the Swedish LO. 
Woodcock realised this full well, despite his admiration for Swedish trade 
unionism. He tried, in his own particular way, to persuade the TUC into 
shouldering wider responsibilities while always acknowledging the 
strength of the voluntarist tradition of industrial relations. If he was 
unable during the 1960s to reconcile the genuine tensions between 
voluntarism and regulation that lay at the heart of British trade 
unionism, this turned out in the end to be as much a tragedy for the 
wider political econom y as for either the TUC or himself.
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5
Under Siege: Vic Feather and 
the Battle for TUC Autonomy, 
1969-1973

Trade unions cannot be alien groups in any country. They cannot 
succeed in this way. I hey must be of the people, by the people anri frir 
the people.

Vic ppRthp'-’

Victor Grayson Hardie Feather was TUC general secretary for uiily a 
relatively short time -  from March 1969 until September 1973. But his 
brief tenure in office coincided with some of the most turbulent years 
in the organisation’s history. Feather was outwardly a jolly Yori<shirernan 
from Bradford with a love for compromise and conciliation as well as a 
zest for backstairs intrigue with government ministers, union leaders and 
employers. Unlike W oodcock, he was hyperactive, gregarious and had 
an uninhibited zest for the good things of life. It is all the more ironic 
that a man who thrived as an arch-fixer in a public policy world of 
endless negotiation should preside over the TUC during a period that 
was characterised by the most serious outbreak of industrial cnnflirt 
Britain since the early 1920s.

Feather had no time -  according to Barbara Castle -  for making 
I'UC, as Woodcock wanted, a 'philosophic-economic affair'. He told 
on one occasion that he wanted to concentrate on organisation when 
became general secretary. '1 suspect for all Vic's affability we shall
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even less help from the TUC under him than under George', she 
commented sourly in her diary.^ Feather happened to be one of her 
childhood acquaintances. He had grown up alongside Barbara in the 
backstreets of Bradford where he was born on 10 April 1908 and left 
school to work in a grocer's shop at the age of 15, while she went to St 
Hugh's College, Oxford. Her father, Frank Betts, had been his mentor. 
To Barbara Castle, Feather was always 'the pawky young Yorkshire lad of 
my youth'. He used to call her 'luv' and patronised her in his uncon­
sciously sexist way. Memories of their shared past did nothing to endear 
him to her. In truth. Feather was widely regarded as a canny and 
manipulative operator, a much more accomplished practitioner of the 
'shoddy shabby compromises' associated with Woodcock. He was a doer 
rather than a deep thinker, but none the worse for that, with a wide and 
diverse network of personal contacts and acquaintances built up over 
the years.

Feather was regarded understandably with some suspicion by the 
increasingly influential left-wing union leaders on the TUC general 
council. He had won a well-earned reputation for being a hammer of the 
Communists on the trades councils during his years working in the 
TUC's Organisation Department which he joined in 1937 under the 
direction of Edgar Harries. '1 could see little difference in method at any 
rate between what Hitler was trying to do and what the Soviets 
themselves were doing', he recalled.^ 'The Communist party was quite 
determined to supplant a democratic system at that time by a system of 
dictatorship.' In 1947 Feather was made an assistant secretary and during 
the years of Vincent Tewson at the height of the Cold War his anti­
comm unism was confirmed by events. He was well-known for his 
behind-the-scenes work in helping to unite the trade unions in Greece 
against Communist influence at the end of the Second World War. Some 
on the left even believed -  without a shred of evidence -  that he was and 
remained an assiduous member of the British intelligence services. 
Feather also played a part in the introduction of free trade unionism into 
post-war West Germany. In the late 1950s he was a great confidential 
help to the anti-Com munists in the Electrical Trades Union battling 
Against the ballot-rigging of its Communist leadership.

Feather was always an energetic and friendly man. But he was 
frustrated by his lack of understanding with Woodcock in the 1960s. As 
Feather remembered of his predecessor: 'There was a kind of resentful- 

or a non-committal grunt' when he sought to discuss issues with 
Woodcock. He saw him as a 'great fatalist' with a 'lack of interest in 
Organisation'. 'He didn't like people. He liked ideas, arguments’, said
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which did not seem to am ount in practice to more than an 
'expectation'. No human agency could devise perfect proposals but 
paragraph 42 required strengthening to ensure that the unions did in 
fact tal<e all action available to them to secure compliance of their 
members.

Wilson wondered whether there was some way in which the 
government could 'back the authority of the TUC in implementing the 
proposals in paragraph 42, perhaps by changes in the law or by adopting 
some recommendations' in the Donovan Report. If both sides could find 
an agreed alternative to deal with unconstitutional strikes as a substitute 
for the so-called 'penal clauses', that would be satisfactory. But Feather 
emphasised the TUC proposals could 'not be strengthened' and 'would 
be fully effective' as they were already spelt out.

Affiliated unions would be reviewing their rules so as to ensure thai 
they had the necessary powers to secure the compliance of their 
members with a TUC recommendation or award. But the union 
executives themselves would determine in each particular case what 
sanctions should be applied in order to secure compliance.

Wilson would not accept this, arguing that the TUC's paragraph 42 
would have to be strengthened under agreement with the govemrnent 
Fred Hayday of the GMW tried to reassure him that placing the 7UC 
general council's authority behind any imposition of sanrtinns by 
unions on their members would strengthen the position.

Hitherto union executives had sometimes feared that if they 
attempted to discipline their members, the latter would t r a n s f e r  to 
another union with laxer discipline. This fear would now be remiweJ 
The trade union movement were fully convinced that legal sanction  ̂
would do nothing to solve industrial disputes but would indeed mak<’ 
matters worse.

Wilson made it clear that the talking should continue. Even if agr»:eni«f*’ 
could not be reached before the introduction of the first Bill, actiD̂  
could be taken in the second Bill in the next parliamentary sessio*̂  
remove the so-called 'penal clauses'. ^

After meeting Feather and Hayday on 9 June, Castle and 
agreed that negotiations should continue with an inner group 
TUC that would include Feather but also Scanlon and Jones. The
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niinister gained the impression that Feather and Hayday were 'very cool’ 
jljout acceptance of the 'model rules’ formula. Wilson told the 
management committee that ‘he believed that they were so concerned  
they were prepared to discuss anything which gave them a way out. His 
view remained, however that Mr Feather might take a very different 
view when he received legal advice.' Wilson added that he had repeated 
to the general council that the government was prepared to drop the 
penal clauses if they could make paragraph 42 more acceptable, and he 
also indicated in general terms that in default of any breakthrough in 
the negotiations the following week, the government would then  
introduce a Bill containing penal clauses in cold storage, but that the 
clauses could be repealed before the second Bill came into effect. All this 
has been indicated in general terms and without committing the cabinet 
in any way.^*’

It is apparent from the public records that Feather was seeking -  inde­
pendently of his general council colleagues -  to find a way forward that 
would prevent a split between the TUC and the government. 'Mr Feather 
is in a very exposed public position himself in relation to his 
constituents', Wilson admitted to the managem ent com m ittee. The 
prime minister convinced himself that the TUC would give 'grudging, 
reluctant acquiescence' to the appearance of a Bill containing penal 
clauses in cold storage and the Croydon decision could be interpreted in 
that way. Healey wondered if Feather could be persuaded to get the 
September congress to agree to the implementation of the TUC proposals 
while the Act containing the penal clauses in cold storage remained in 
operation. Wilson replied that 'his impression was that the TUC did not 
feel themselves bound not to go ahead in these circumstances and in any 
case the government might get agreement with them on an alternative 
to penal clauses before the September conference’. He added that he 
wanted to keep the governm ent’s proposals in reserve for the moment 
until the r u e  had established its small seven-strong negotiating 
committee, and when this was done, he and Mrs Castle 'could then  
Jecide as a matter of tactics when to say the government would be going 
■*head with the Bill containing the penal clauses in cold storage'.

'Wilson was convinced that

if the government did not continue to press on with the Bill, Messrs 
lones and Scanlon would in fact not surrender sovereignty to the TUC 
^ven though they supported the Croydon decisions. The basic 
^̂ 'fficulty with the TUC was that they were bound not to accept fines 

unions and workers. The government could offer them  that no

Feather and the Hattie for TUC Autonomy 185



Feather.'* The puritanical Jack Jones noted in his m em oirs th at Feather 
was 'attracted to establishm ent figures like a m oth  to  a candle'.'’ But he 
was a m an of genuinely cultured tastes, with a special love for art. ‘I liked 
the w ay he didn't play m ock austere; the way he asked for a particular 
cigar and accepted m y offer to choose the wine w ithout being pretentious 
in any w ay', noted  Barbara Castle on  23  Jan u ary 1 9 6 9 . 'As I started to 
explain m y aims for the trade union m ovem ent, he interrupted to  say he 
w ould help in any w ay he could w ith trade union  conferences. "Let's 
keep co n tact like this." I think he m ay turn out to be a very great General 
Secretary.'^ Feather's outw ard-going ch u m m y m an n er and extrovert 
personality suggested that the TUC under his leadership would be 1ак1пц 
a perhaps m ore assertive role th an  it had done under W oodcock.

He m ay not have been a philosopher but it would be w rong to suggest 
Feather was com pletely bereft of any ideas of w hat he w anted to  do as 
TUC general secretary. It is true that in 1966  he had attached  a 22-paRe 
m em orandum  to the TUC's evidence to the D onovan Com m ission that 
gave a rather pedestrian account of how its organisation worked without 
m uch obvious sign of original th ou gh t or vision. But this was somewhat 
misleading. Feather certainly lacked W oodcock 's wider understanding 
of the political econ om y . Fie was m uch m ore at h om e glad-handm g  
trade u nion  officials at social functions outside London than arguing 
with Treasury m andarins about the finer points of incom es policy, But 
after m ore th an  3 0  years in the backroom s of TUC headquarters, mainly 
dealing w ith internal organisational and in ter-un ion  m atters, he was 
determ ined to show  in a very short length of tim e th at he w'as just as 
capable as W oodcock  in furthering th e am bitions of the TUC.

'In Place of Strife'

From  the m om en t he becam e general secretary elect on 1 M arch 196V, 
w ith W oodcock 's departure to chair the newly form ed Com m ission on 
Industrial Relations, Feather m ade it clear to  both  Harold W ilson and 
Barbara Castle, Em ploym ent Secretary, that, like m ost of the TUC gcneiai 
council, he did n o t w ant to  provoke any show dow n with the 
governm ent over its 'In Place of Strife' W hite Paper. But he urged them 
to  trust th e TUC to  reform  itself and n ot im pose w hat he regarded  as 
hasty, ill-conceived legislation w hich trade union leaders from both left 
and right on  the general council believed would turn out to  be unen 
forceable. As Barbara Castle reflected in her m em oirs, he and WilS'?'’ 
spent m any an evening in the prime minister's study sipping brandy 
'puffing com panionably on cigars'. 'Vic was obviously trying desperatelV
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to find a w ay ou t', she accep ted . ‘Indeed th e  m ost rem arkable th ing  
about the w hole In Place of Strife episode was the anxiety of the unions 
lest Harold should indeed r e s ig n .F e a th e r  had a low opinion of her. On 
one occasion he recalled:

Barbara was round the bend. Hysterical. Not listening, not discussing. 
Just w anting to  thum p dow n her ideas. W hen 1 was talking to  Harold 
she was m u tterin g aw ay w ith her soup. It was a m ost astonishing  
exhibition.*^

Feather’s initial task was one of dam age lim itation with the governm ent. 
But he found him self in a difficult position. W ilson and Castle m et him  
on 11 April to  discuss their proposed industrial relations legislation. But 
the prime m inister reported to  th e cabinet th at the TUC rem ained  
opposed to  w hat Feather described as 'th e introduction  of crim inal law 
into industrial relations'. He told  W ilson th at th ey were n ot only  
'bitterly opposed to  the proposals imposed by the suggested Industrial 
Board should in certain  circu m stan ces be collected  from  workers by 
detachm ent of earnings', but also to  com p u lsory strike ballots.® The 
prime m inister told  his cabin et colleagues th at th e  negative attitude  
being displayed by Feather and the TUC suggested it would be w rong to  
delay industrial relations legislation until the next session of parliament. 
Wilson added th at the C hancellor, Roy Jenkins, ought to reveal in his 
budget speech th at the governm ent would propose an interim industrial 
relations measure and announce he did not intend to introduce any new  
prices and incom es legislation w hen the 1 9 6 8  Act expired. The proposed  
Bill would give workers the legal right to  belong to  a union; com pel an 
employer to  recognise and negotiate w ith a u nion ; in troduce a 
conciliation pause before unofficial strikes and am end the present rules 
concerning disqualification for unem ploym ent benefit. It was decided  
that instead of legislating for a com pulsory strike ballot, the Bill would 
empower th e  proposed Industrial Board to  deal w ith inter-union  
disputes. The cabinet discussions indicate th at m any m inisters -  even at 
fhat early stage -  were keen to  ensure an y legislative m easure th at 
emerged m ust do so through consultation  with Feather and the TUC, 
"'horn they believed had 'already show n signs of m odifying their 
attitude' on som e points.

l^ut Feather did n ot sim ply w ant to  see a few am en d m en ts to the  
government's planned legislation. He sought to  carve out a credible and  
^Sreed TUC alternative to  Castle's proposals th at would win the prime 
Minister's backing. In this he was -  in th e end -  to achieve a high degree
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penal clauses would in any case be in effect until well into next yeai 
but they had made clear that they did not wish to see penal clauses oti 
the statute book even in reserve, and again they had returned to the 
argument that in 1966 after they had voluntarily introduced a Prices 
and Incomes policy themselves the government had nevertheless 
taken and used their reserve powers.

Healey admitted at the meeting that 'if he had realised the impact the 
proposed Bill would have on party morale he would not on balancc havt 
supported it in the first place'. Wilson also admitted he had not been at 
first' in favour of a short Bill in the present session but he 'had then been 
persuaded and convinced this was right'. 'The party was already in a pnnr 
state in any case at the time the decision was taken. He was sure that if 
the Bill had been left over until next year it would never in any event 
have been introduced.'

But support in the cabinet for Wilson and Castle was ebbjng away. 
Many ministers were impressed by Feather's efforts to reach a 
compromise settlement that would prevent a dangerous division o' 
opinion between the TUC and the government, as the 17 June rabincl 
Minutes in d ic a te d .A s  they argued:

The government had already procured a very substantial advance by 
the TUC from their original position; and if they could new rcach 
agreement on the sole outstanding issue they would be seen to have 
secured, in a few months, a more significant reform of trade unior 
organisation than had been achieved in many years. It would be 
foolish to put this potential achievement at risk for the sake of i  
difference of presentation which would, in any event, he of little 
practical importance.

But Wilson and Castle continued to agree that the I'UC must be requiitO 
to accept an am endm ent to their own rules to deal with unofficial 
disputes that would have some teeth. They told the cabinet that both 
Scanlon and Jones were opposed to this because they did not want 
TUC to acquire the power to order workers back to work in an unofhc  ̂
strike. Neither said they were impressed by the TUC offer to cirru'*** 
letter making its obligations clear. As they reasoned:

It was clear the more intransigent elements in the general 
hoped, by blurring both the precise nature of the TUC's 
and the means by which they would be discharged to reduce <
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obligations or to  evade them  altogether. The essence of the problem 
was their refusal to  be m ade publicly answerable for the effective 
im plem entation of the principles to which they themselves purported 
to have subscribed in the TUC's own docum ent Programme for Action.

VVilson and Castle acknowledged that Feather had told them the TUC 
would withdraw its own proposals if the governm ent pressed on with 
'penal' legislation, but they believed the TUC instead would in practice 
modify th at position, especially if it becam e clear that penal clauses 
would not take effect for a defined period. But if the government backed 
down and accepted the TUC promises because of 'their fear they would 
be unable to carry legislation which was against the wishes of the TUC 
and the parliam entary Labour party, in that event they would forfeit all 
respect and authority both at hom e and abroad'. Many cabinet ministers 
were unimpressed by such arguments and took comfort from the TUC's 
position. As they reasoned:

rhe gap between the positions of the government and the TUC was 
now so narrow  that it would be politically unwise to confer the 
privilege of m artyrdom  on the m ore recalcitrant unions by 
introducing legislation which public opinion would regard as directed 
largely against them . The governm ent's position would be far more 
defensible if they took their stand on the solid achievements already 
secured in the course of negotiations with the TUC and did not 
jeopardise all the ground they had won for the sake of one exposed 
salient which was in fact untenable.

Wilson and Castle argued that the cabinet must stand firm and require 
rule 11 to be toughened up, believing that to do otherwise would mean 
caving into the TUC militants like Jones and Scanlon.

The final meeting took place at 12..30 p.m. on 18 June at Downing 
Street.22 The TUC side was made up of John Newton, the TUC's 
'Chairman, Feather, Hayday, Allen, Greene, Scanlon and Jones. Feather 

Wilson and Castle that the general council did not object to the 
'''orUing of the draft am endm ent to rule 11 which the government had 
Proposed. The question was whether it should be made an amendment 

the rule or issued as a circular to affiliate unions on how they 
P*'oposed to  operate in future over unofficial disputes. He said he 

''oured a circular rather than a rule change, and was backed up in this 
У Hayday who thought a 'solemn undertaking by the general council'
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o f  success. Feather secured the approval of the TUC general с о т к  'И to 
develop a 'programme for action'. This indicated the trade unions were 
not simply being negative but demonstrating that they were perfectly 
capable of reforming themselves without any need for government 
intervention. W hat Feather proposed, however, was that the TUC shoulc 
take a key role in trying to resolve inter-union disputes and unofficia 
strikes. At a meeting with the TUC on 12 May, Wilson sensed 'a strong 
desire on their part to avert a split in the m o v e m e n t '.T h e  prime 
minister conceded that under Feather's leadership they had already come 
a 'very long way' in their readiness to try and deal with inter-\inion 
disputes. As Wilson recorded:

The general council was to be given power to issue an award m any 
inter-union dispute it dealt with which would be binding on a!! 
unions concerned. Refusal by an individual union to accept such a 
decision would mean that the general council could either suspend 
the union from TUC membership or report it to Congress with a view 
to disaffiliation. This had been accepted by all the unions; Frank 
Cousins and Jack Jones both stressed to us how far the TUC hnd >jone

Mrs Castle agreed, suggesting the TUC had moved 'farther and faster in 
two weeks than in all the past fifty years'. Under Feather's influence the 
TUC general council agreed to strengthen its existing rules so that it 
would empower them to adjudicate over inter-union disputes and gave 
the right to congress to suspend and expel any union which rpfuspH to 
accept its judgements.

However, Feather and his colleagues were unable to provide a simiiai 
unequivocal commitment, which Wilson and Castle demanded, that tht 
TUC would also be able to deal in an effective way with unofficial strikes. 
Under the new policy Feather tried to convince the government that the 
TUC was keen to be helpful by strengthening its existing powers to make 
it 'an obligation' on any affiliate union that it must inform the TUC in 
the event of an unofficial strike that it would 'take immediate and 
energetic steps to obtain a resumption of work'. Feather also propt^s^  ̂
that the TUC general council would be given the power to express 
'considered opinion and advice' on such disputes when they occurred- 
None of this went nearly far enough to satisfy Wilson and Castle. Barbara 

Castle believed that it was a 'question of establishing the will of unio*̂  ̂
to deal with unconstitutional strikes instead of hiding behind them • 
Feather told her and Wilson that the TUC would not be able to 
effective discipline over affiliated unions in unofficial stoppage^;
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the only sanction available to them was tJie threat of being expelled from 
the TUC which the general couincill woold be geneiaHIy unwililimg to put 
into effect. Wilson was at least optimistic in front of bis cabinet 
colleagues that the TUC could be persuaded to tougiien up its position 
on dealing with unofficial strikes. As he told them, a paragraph of the 
'I'UC's own, 'programme for action' made it clear that the general council 
would 'require' unions to  satisfy them that 'they had done all that they 
could reasonably be expected to do to secure compliance with a council 
recommendation or award'. But Wilson added that it was still uncertain 
'what practical steps the general council would take if an affiliated union 
failed to use all its: powers to get memibers on uinconstitutional strike 
back to work when the council so ruled'. 'There was mo assurance that 
in such circumstances the unions concerned would invariably use their 
full powers to obtain a return to work and this was the essential weakness 
of the present TUC proposals.'’  ̂ Feather was told by Wilson and Castle 
that if the' paragiaph were saitably ameedledi I»  'm;ake' clear that 
individual unions must proceed with their full powers against uncon­
stitutional strikers who refused to comply with a general council ruling 
that they should return to work, then they believed the government and 
the TUC would be very close to agreemient'.. For his part, Feather warned 
that a prereciuisite for going ahead at the planned special Croydon 
congress with 'programme for action' was that any new legislation 
Introduced by the governm ent should not incorporate penal clauses 
against either individual workers or unions.

The most revealing confrontation between the TUC and the 
government took place over dinner at the prime minister's country  
home of Chetjuers on Sunday 1 June, four days before the TUC's special 
congress at Croydon to approve 'programme for action'. Wilson kept 
detailed minutes of what happened on that occasion. It remains one of 
the most important documents of the whole crisis and deserves to be 
quoted at le n g th .T h e  meeting that evening at Chequers was small and 
intimate, i'he union leaders present were Feather, Jones and Scanlon, 
^^riginally it had been planned that Wilson would meet them alone but 

Castle insisted on being present and was flown back from Italy 
where she had been holidaying on businessman Sir Charles Forte's yacht. 
It was clear from the discussion that erupted over the main course at 
‘dinner that the union leaders were in no mood to respond to the prime 
iiinister's warnings of the political consequences of his government not 
Pi'essing ahead with its industrial relations legislation. 'Their general view 
seemed to be that there was nothing in this, that the political dangers of 
P'oceeding were far greater and Jones and Scanlon who did most of the
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would be 'more binding' on unions than amending rule 11. Wilson told 
them that the

governm ent would not introduce penal clauses in any legislation 
introduced in the present Parliament if a satisfactory agreement could 
now be reached with the general council, with the provision that this 
must be subject to review if the TUC Congress in September failed sat­
isfactorily to endorse the agreement. The government was insisting 
on a change in the rules because it was necessary, if legislative 
sanctions were to be abandoned, to demonstrate that the TUC itself 
had 'legislated'.

But Alf Allen from USDAW, the Shopworkers' union, said that any 
undertaking on the lines of the draft amendment given by the П 1Г  to 
the government would be an unprecedented commitment.

The government should recognise the very great difficulty which the 
general council would have in securing the agreement of union 
members to a change of rule which had been dictated by the 
government. The undertaking offered which would have the 
unanimous support of the general council would be far more valuable 
than an offer to seek an am endm ent to the rules; it was indeed 
doubtful whether the proposed amendment to rule 11 couH he 
carried. The government's proposal was simply not a runner,

Jones added that the general council could give no undertaking that an 
am endm ent on the lines the government wanted would get through 
congress in September. He pointed out that the TUC's promised 'firm 
undertaking' would have all the force of a rule change. The Bridiingtor 
provisions that regulated inter-union conduct may not appear in the 
TUC rule book, but they were clearly rules. 'In substance and in public 
presdentation, the undertaking which they were offering was as binding 
and important as an amendment to the rules', he added. But it was Hugl̂  
Scanlon's intervention that proved to be the decisive m oment that 
ended the crisis. He told the prime minister that his union's Nations' 
Com m ittee had only agreed by a narrow majority to back the iUCs 
'programme for action', and then only on the basis that 'no furlhe' 
sovereignty would be surrendered by the TUC'. If the govenim^i^  ̂
insisted on an amendment to rule 11 he would have to bring back h'* 
union's National Committee, and 'he could not predict the outconi®- 
But on the other hand, it would not be necessary to recall the Natic^^
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Committee to authorise him to support the general council's proposed 
undertakings on dealing with unofficial disputes. Sid Greene of the NUR 
added that it was really a 'mere technicality' whether the TUC made a 
solemn declaration or amended its rules, but there was a ‘very real risk 
that all the ground gained' at Croydon would be lost if a rule change 
was attempted at September's congress. Wilson was unconvinced, even 
at this late hour. A change in rule 11 was vital, he told them, if 
agreement was to be reached and the governm ent was to drop any 
legislation with penal provisions for the rest of the parliament in 
exchange for 'clear and binding procedures' by the TUC to deal 
'effectively' with unofficial strikes.

In fact, the breakthrough cam e after a short recess with Scanlon's 
suggestion that the TUC would accept a 'solemn and binding' 
commitment on the lines of the Bridlington rules to deal with inter­
union disputes and unconstitutional strikes. This was treated as a 
face-saving compromise that enabled the government to back down, but 
it was a better outcome than had seemed possible only hours before.

Wilson reported back to the cabinet that the TUC had promised to 
give a 'solemn and binding undertaking’ which would be 'the virtual 
equivalent of the more stringent formulation of rule 11 proposed by the 
government at an earlier stage'. Moreover, it would have the 'same 
binding force as the TUC's Bridlington principles and regulations'. In 
return, the prime minister agreed to abandon the governm ent's 
intention to introduce interim legislation, and there would be no 'penal 
clauses' in any future Bill in the present parliament unless the TUC 
failed to ratify its undertaking at September’s congress. Wilson 
concluded that the deal would never have been achieved unless the 
ru e  had 'been allowed to understand very clearly that the only 
alternative was legislation incorporating "penal clauses'". 'In the event, 
however, good sense had prevailed', Wilson told the cabinet. 'The final 
outcome could be regarded as a very significant advance in industrial 
felations. It was essential that it should be so presented to public 
opinion and that neither side should claim that its views had prevailed 
over those of the other.

• he final settlement of the TUC's gravest crisis since the 1926 General 
Strike owed much to Feather's indefatigable energies and negotiating 
skills. As Barbara Castle conceded, he 'kept the TUC's part of the bargain, 
‘ntervening as an intrepid fire-fighter of unconstitutional disputes and 

undoubtedly helped us to avoid several strikes'.^'* Jones noted that 'A 
''ictory had been scored in defence of the right to strike without fear of 

sanctions but the TUC took aboard some big new responsibilities.'^'*
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talking, seemed determined to try and warn us off our proposed touts? 
of action.' I'he two men made it 'quite clear that they could not agree to 
a greater transfer of sovereignty than was in the TUC document. Scanlon 
indicated that 'he was personally opposed even to the transfei of 
sovereignty that had been agreed'. He told Wilson that he faced a 
dilemma at his union's recalled national comm ittee on the following 
Tuesday because he had personally gone on the record in total 
opposition to any transfer of the power to deal with disputes affectiriR 
AEF members to either the government or the TUC.

He now had to contradict his earlier stance and the only credible 
explanation he could give, which was the true one, was that he 
accepted the lesser evil of strengthening the powers of the TUC In 
order to avoid the greater evil of legislation. He thought he would be 
able to carry the national comm ittee but it would clearly be on the 
understanding that the AEF support to the TUC was conditional on 
there being no government legislation which included penal clauses

Wilson's account goes on:

When the First Secretary [Castle] said -  but was he not in fact opposed 
to all legislation -  he confirmed that he was. At this point he appeared 
to be attempting to give instructions to Vic Feather in relation to his 
speech at the Croydon Congress saying that in his winding-up speech 
at any rate he should make clear that support for the TUC was based 
on the clear understanding that the penal clauses would be dropp«1

Both Scanlon and Jones pointed out that Feather had succeeded in 
avoiding a vote on their joint proposal that 'programme for action' would 
be withdrawn and the general council would not seek any additional 
powers if the government went ahead with penal clause legislation. Both 
men acknowledged that they would agree to a 'very weighty transfer of 
sovereignty' to the TUC over inter-union disputes, giving it the power to 
make binding awards. But they refused to increase the TUC's powers ovei 
affiliate unions when it came to dealing with unofficial strikes.

Scanlon turned out to be the main trade union protagonist at the 
Chequers showdown. He told Wilson and Castle that the governm ent's 
whole approach to the 'unofficial strike problem' was wrong. The trouble 
lay with 'all strikes'. 'He indicated pretty clearly that if the governniei'^ 
continued with this distinction certain unions, clearly his own, 
tend to make more unofficial strikes official at an early stage.' Scanlon
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also complained that the large majority of disputes were due to 
management, whether over dismissals or imposed changes in working 
practices.

Wilson then records:

Scanlon, who had driven down from his meeting in the Midlands 
(organised by Engineering Voice) was full of dire warnings about what 
would happen in the factories if the government went ahead with the 
intended legislation. He implied that the kind of activists he had been 
talking to would see to it that a rash of strikes on May Day lines would 
be organised all over the country and the government would be 
powerless to deal with them. Working to rule; go slows; one day strikes 
etc were all referred to (he also seemed to think that the kind of 
activists he had been talking to represented the real voice of the labour 
and trade union movement -  and was sharply corrected by me).

He also warned that the trade union movement would see to it that 
the fines were paid by sympathisers of the men concerned, clearly 
hinting at a whip round though 1 suspect -  and this was confirmed 
by something 1 heard the next day as having come allegedly from TUC 
sources -  that he also had in mind that some of the more militant 
unions such as his own would set up special funds of union money for 
paying fines imposed on unofficial strikers.

The whole atmosphere was one of a clear determination by Jones 
and Scanlon to make the legislation unworkable. After dinner the 
discussion continued some three hours and became very much harder 
hitting but also highly repetitive. No new agreements were produced 
but the old arguments tended to be clothed in different phraseology.

Scanlon confirmed, on being challenged by Mrs Castle he was in 
effect manoeuvring in order to defeat the entire legislation, that his 
motive in supporting the TUC had nothing to do with seeking to deal 
with the problem of strikes and that it was legislation he was against 
not strikes. He cheerfully admitted this and so did Jones, because he 
said the question of legislation raised a fundamental principle about 
unions and about the whole system of collective bargaining. Once 
this principle was admitted there was no limit to the extent to which 
it could be pushed. There was clearly some fear that an incoming 
I'ory government would seek to go very much further but the two 
union leaders were totally confident on their ability to make Tory- 
type legislation unworkable and drew pictures of British industry 
stopped by a series of shorter or longer strikes in a large number of 
industries. They thought nothing of the argument that failure to deal
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Castle was convinced that the TUC had done itself great harm as a result 
of its hands-off attitude and would a pay a price for its behaviour from 
a future Conservative government. The crisis over 'In Place of Strife' hâ  
been seen ever since as a lost opportunity in the modernisation of the 
trade union movement. But it did not really seem like it at the time. The 
r u e  had agreed to a highly proactive strategy for itself, desipned to 
reform industrial relations. W hat it represented was a significant step 
forward by the unions towards greater self-coordination. Outing the 
following twelve months up to the June 1970 general election, theTUC. 
under Feather became an energetic focus of trade union activity. But is 
Wilson noted: 'Strikes did not diminish in number, scale or duration 
after 18 June 1969. All the spectacular strikes in which the TUC faiUd 
were disputes where our legislation directed mainly against unofficial 
strikes would have been ineffective.

Indeed, growing rank and file militancy was rapidly underinmmg the 
position of union leaderships, let alone newly acquired TUC authotity. 
Moreover, speaking at his first congress as general secretary, Feather 
reassured delegates that the TUC would not be seeking to acquire power 
at the expense of affiliate unions. 'The TUC never has been and never 
will be something separated and apart from the unions, sitting in 
judgement on them ', he said. '1 never talk of TUC authority or union 
discipline or chain of com m and. Unions are independent voluntary 
organisations and the TUC is their federal body. We move by discussion, 
persuasion and a r g u m e n t .I n  the new militant atmosphere evident at 
congress in the shape of Jones and Scanlon as heads of the two laigeit 
unions, there was little desire to build constructively on the June 1969 
settlement. Indeed, the industrial scene was worsening. By the eail) 
months of 1970 unrest was growing in the docks, in the car industry, 
and above all in the public services sector among low-paid manual 
workers. The industrial relations legacy bequeathed to F,dward Heath and 
the Conservatives after their surprise June 1970 general election vnctorV 
was hardly an enviable one.

Working with the Conservatives

Feather was not personally hostile to Heath. On the c o n t r a r y ,  „ t h t  

men had grown to like each other when Heath had been 
Labour under Harold Macmillan. After Heath left the Ministry 
1960, Feather wrote to him saying he was sorry to see him go
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were often frustrating', Heath later admitted. 'Time and time again he 
was obliged to be inflexible in the face of perfectly straightforward 
problems because of the fundamental weaknesses of his p o s i t i o n .I n  
Heath's opinion, Feather 'must go down in history as a victim of cir­
cumstances, for the early 1970s could not easily accom m odate such a 
reasonable and inherently decent man in the position of TUC general 
secretary'.

At his first private meeting with Feather after he becam e Prime 
Minister on 1 September 1970, Heath made it clear that he was keen 'to 
resume the cordial and constructive relationship' they had enjoyed a 
decade earlier. 'Although I knew that Vic was close to Harold Wilson, I 
was determined that the TUC should never be able to accuse me of being 
aloof or hostile towards them.' Heath suggested that Feather agreed with 
him that 'we had to stop the econom ic cat chasing its own tail through 
wage inflation and even indicated that the TUC might help with a 
policy of wage restraint'. 'He did not believe that he and his colleagues 
could at this stage at least sign up to such an agreement publicly', Heath 
wrote in his memoirs. 'The meeting was an amicable one but although 
I had always liked Vic I knew that he was not really in a position to 
deliver: the general secretary of the TUC has no troops.'-^” Perhaps 
Feather flattered in order to deceive. It is hard to believe he gave Heath 
the impression that the I'UC was in any mood to talk about wage 
restraint in the autumn of 1970. If Feather had found it increasingly 
difficult for the TUC to hold back wage expectations in the last months 
of the Wilson government, it is unclear how he could have expected to 
exercise any similar moderation with the Conservatives in office, with 
a election mandate to reform the trade unions through the use of com ­
prehensive legislation.

However, Feather continued to hold regular private meetings with 
4eath unbeknown to the TUC general council or his Congress House 
t^olleagues. He tried to convince the prime minister that his proposed 
industrial relations legislation would not work because most companies 
'^ould simply not use its provisions against the unions. It was Feather 
■n April 1971 who suggested talks over incomes policy of a voluntary 
kind to break the inflation cycle. Feather told Heath that Jones and 
Scanlon wanted 'the kudos of militancy without really desiring to 
achieve the results for which they are fighting. They are in a way relieved 
'^hen they find themselves out-voted by the moderates.' Heath believed 
father 'privately agreed with what we were trying to a c h i e v e '.H e  

'’̂ formed the prime minister in June 1971 'there was widespread 
''̂ '‘iisation among leaders of the trade unions that it is not possible to
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with this problem would make such a government and such 
legislation more likely.

It was becoming increasingly clear that neither Scanlon nor Jones were 
prepared to accept any legislation that involved even putting the penal 
clauses into cold storage.

They appealed to the government to drop their plans and obviously 
feeling they had to offer some face-saving to the government, said the 
government could of course claim -  as it would -  that the TU(', had 
only been stirred into action by the threat of legislation. The threat 
had achieved its purpose; there was no need for the legislation which 
could not achieve anything.

Wilson and Castle responded vigorously to this onslaught. They warned 
that

the unions would lose all their credibility and so would the 
government; that since they had admitted that their willingness to 
transfer a degree of sovereignty to the TUC was only for the purpose 
of getting rid of legislation, not getting rid of strikes, there would be 
a gradual erosion of that transfer; that individual unions, particularly 
those faced with a difficult strike situation, would be more likely to 
wash their hands of it, while the TUC for its part would become 'ess 
willing even to use the vague powers hinted at in paragraph 47

Wilson continued:

Feather said that the TUC never envisaged that they would to ihb 
limit in every case, any more than the government would. 1 said I 
with the heat off -  which they conceded had produced some results -  
this phrase 'decided each case on its merits’ would mean that more 
and more cases were let go, both by the union concerned and b> t*''*' 
TUC and this would not perhaps even be a conscious decision, thougn 
we had every right to be suspicious in view of the motives 
transferring sovereignty but the hopes raised by para 42 would 
way to weakness and atrophy. Feather did not attempt to 
seriously against this but simply asserted that it would not hapP^** 
and a great deal of case-law would be built up and that a momenturn 
would develop.
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Jones -  backed by Scanlon -  argued that a dual system made up of the 
TUC plus legislation with the latter requiring activation by an appointed- 
(jay procedure was a non-starter because of what had happened over the 
prices and incomes policy and the TUC's vetting machinery vis-a-vis 
government legislation.

Referring to George Brown's descent on the Brighton conference (in 
1965), they implied that there had been a real breach of faith in that 
he had gone there with the terms of no legislation if the TUC had 
acted. Jones was unrepentant about TGWU opposition to the TUC 
pay-vetting machinery as well as to government legislation.

Wilson added:

Further attempts were made to discover how far they might agree to 
disaigree -  tlial after their protests they should accept the legislation 
and should judge it -  as W oodcock had done in his famous phrase 
about the Prices and Incomes Act -  not by what it said but by how it 
was used. All three made it very clear that the Woodcock era was over.

Willson then paintedi a! lurid picture of a

lame duck government seen at home and abroad to have lost control 
and to be unable to govern. I said that in particular that if the TUC 
hoped to crack their whip over trade union group members to vote 
against the government it would clearly mean that the TUC, a state 
within a state, was putting itself above the government in deciding 
what a government could and could not do. They made no attempt 
to deny this because they said a fundamental principle was at stake. I 
pointed out that an even more fundamental principle was at stake, 
namely the right and possibility of a Labour government to govern 
and the very essence of democracy in this country. The first secretary 
raised the whole question of social democracy all over the world but 
from Scanlon's reaction it appeared that she was not referring to the 
party he loved,

Scanlon asserted the right of the trade unions to take their fight over the 
proposed legislation to industrial confrontation, but he also referred to 

dangers of another 1931 crisis. 'I reminded him sharply that in that 
Context I was not a Ramsay MacDonald but in the context of his previous 
Comment I wasn't a Dubcek', noted Wilson.
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continue with the present rate of wage and price increases'. But Feathei 
was looking to the CBI rather than the government for a closer under­
standing on how both sides of industry could cooperate. Nevertheless, 
he informed Heath on 15 February 1972 that 'the TUC would always be 
ready to cooperate if they were properly consulted and agreed in advance 
about the basis for c o o p e r a t i o n ’ . ^ ^  However, if Feather was determined 
to keep informal channels of comm unication open between the TUC 
and the government, in public Congress House was clearly set on a 
collision course with Heath and his cabinet. The FUC general council 
was dismayed in the autumn of 1970 at the refusal of Robert Carr, tht 
employment secretary, to negotiate on the details of the proposed com­
prehensive industrial relations legislation the Conservatives had 
prepared while in opposition. Their meeting with him on 1.3 Octobei 
confirmed the view of more militant union leaders that the government 
had no genuine wish to consult with the TUC and were hell-bent or 
pushing through their proposals on to the statute book, even if it meant 
risking a confrontation with organised labour. The atmosphere was noi 
improved by the growing industrial unrest, particularly in the public 
sector with strikes by local government manual workers and electricit>’ 
power workers. In addition, the TUC was opposed to what it saw as 
Heath's disengagement of the state from industry with suggestions that 
lame duck enterprises should not be saved by government subsidies. 
Rising unemployment added to a sense of a crisis. The TUC found itself 
with little direct influence over government policy while the increase in 
rank and file militancy, reflected in the growth of the Communi>rt- 
dominated Liaison Committee for the Defence of Trade U nions, 
unsettling Congress House.

The TUC general council was united in its opposition to the Industrial 
Relations Act from the beginning but it was not certain how to corrbar 
the legislation effectively. The measure was highly complex and 
enormous in scope with 163 clauses, 8 schedules and 97 amendments. 
Even Carr admitted he did not understand all of it. But its aims were 
clear enough -  to reform industrial relations by bringing trade unions 
within a new framework of law and giving workers new rights and 
responsibilities. Its very intricacies ensured that it was a flawed 
legislation. The TUC, helped by Bill Wedderburn, the em in ent 
professor at the London School of Economics, were able to work out an 
effective method of rendering the more important parts of the legislatio*' 
inoperable. The measure accepted that trade unions should decide (o' 
themselves whether or not they should stay on the existing register 
by doing so ensure they did not become vulnerable to crippMng
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(janiages in the event of their involvement in unlawful disputes. The act 
of deregistration by a union was a clear and legal option it could take to 
defy the new law quite legitimately. Carr and Heath were anxious not to 
force the unions into doing what they did not want to do, confident 
that they would see the advantages open to them of staying on the 
register. A late amendment to the Act, however, sought to trap the 
unions on the register by indicating they would be transferred auto­
matically to the new permanent register unless they took the positive 
step of requesting their removal. But there was another weakness that 
the r u e  quickly saw in the Act. The governm ent decided that trade 
unions and employers should-not be compelled to sign collective 
agreements that were legally enforceable if they did not wish to do so. 
In practice, employers made it clear they did not want to invoke the Act 
except in a last resort, preferring to reach voluntary deals with unions, 
it is possible that Feather gave the wrong impression to Heath that once 
the Act was on the statute book the unions would com e round to 
accepting it despite their public hostility. As Brendan Sewell, special 
adviser, confessed: i n  opposition, private talks with trade union leaders 
had led us to believe that, while the unions would be bound publicly to 
oppose the introduction of legislation on industrial relations, once the 
law was passed it would be accepted. Where we (and probably they also) 
went wrong was in not realising that such a head of opposition would 
be built up that it would become impossible for the law to operate 
properly.'-̂ -̂

From the start, Jones and Scanlon sought to mobilise resistance on the 
general council among those who wanted nothing to do with the 
measure. They believed the TUC would need to 'instruct' affiliate unions 
to deregister and then boycott the National Industrial Relations Court 
as well as the other bodies designed to administer the Act. Such an 
absolutist and pure position was, however, difficult to sustain in practice. 
Nobody could doubt the TUC's strong and united opposition to the 
measure. As many as 140,000 trade unionists attended the TUC protest 
rally in London's Trafalgar Square on 21 February 1971. It was the biggest 
svent of its kind the TUC had ever organised. It is true that public 
opinion in general was more sympathetic to the legislation in so far as 
*hey understood it. But the TUC's reasoned opposition was based on a 

union perspective. Feather was as convinced as the general council 
■hat the measure was both unnecessary and dangerous. At a special 
congress the TUC held at Croydon in March 1971 it was agreed that the 
'unions should seek to nullify the Act and they were 'strongly advised' 

to remain on the register or serve on the new statutory bodies.
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At this point, they started to appeal again, almost in a wheedling tone 
It would be quite possible for us to drop the penal clauses without loss 
of face, after all it was the threat of them which had brought the ШС 
so far along the road and we could claim that. Jones, supported by tht 
others, said that in view of our tribute to the TUC, why should we not 
drop all legislation for this session, giving the TUC a chance to show 
what they could do and if necessary introduce the Bill next session, 1 
replied their objection could be fully met by an Appointed-Day 
Procedure which might provide at any rate time to see what the TUC 
could do. But I pointed out that they were no doubt gambling on tht 
fact that the government, having been stopped from introducing 
legislation this year, would find it doubly difficult to introduce it when 
a general election was much nearer. Furthermore once the TUC or 
unions concerned had tasted blood and been successful in getting the 
government to dance to their tune, the pressure next year from them 
might be all the greater.

The angry exchanges continued until after midnight, at which point 
Feather indicated to Wilson 'we could not take it any further'. A 'gential 
and quite friendly conversation’ ended the occasion. But then the prime 
minister disclosed a further talk he had alone with Feather that evening. 
As he wrote:

Jones had not been shown his room [the Prison room] so we all went 
up to install him there and I left them thinking they would want to 
talk together. Before I did so Feather stuffed a piece of folded foolscap 
in my pocket on which he had written -  T will see you downstairs in 
ten minutes'. He came to my room and discussed the matter ^jrther. 
He was not unduly concerned but I think he felt that his suggestion 
of a dinner of this kind had at any rate achieved one of the etfects he 
had intended, namely that the First Secretary and I were left in no 
doubt about the root and branch opposition of the leaders of the two 
biggest unions and the unions most concerned with the indu'^tries 
subject to unofficial disputes.

Feather seemed determined to keep on talking and cnnsintmf: 
continually in the search for a settlement.

Wilson recorded;

Jones and Scanlon had to leave very early in the morning separately 
Scanlon left for me on the table a letter as follows: 'Dear Prime
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and First Secretary, Sorry we could not find basis of agreement but 
thanks for an enjoyable and interesting evening. H. Scanlon'.

1 he atmosphere was not improved two days later when Castle sent a 
highly formal and niggling letter to Feather on the eve of the Croydon 
special congress in which she expressed the government's view that his 
proposals on TUC involvement in resolving unofficial strikes were 
'inadequate'. Feather was incensed by her intervention. He phoned Denis 
Barnes, permanent secretary in her department, to tell him. His message 
reached Wilson. 'Feather was very angry', he told the prime minister.

He asked me what was the point of the letter. Denis Barnes said it was 
intended to reaffirm the governm ent’s position before Thursday's 
congress. Feather said it was impertinent. Denis asked him what he 
meant and Feather replied that the government was asking for more 
and more from the unions and offering nothing in exchange.

He added that if the letter went to the general council it would 'hit the 
roof'. In Feather's view it was now 'really a straightforward issue of 
whether the TUC went ahead with their programme for action or 
whether the government pressed forward with their proposals'. Feather 
warned Wilson on the phone that her letter was a 'bit of a catastrophe' 
and if he circulated it to the general council 'all hell would be let loose'.

His colleagues would certainly consider the letter to be pernickety, a 
/lew which he shared, and they would particularly object to the 
>entence suggesting changes in their proposals which would almost 
certainly be passed by a large majority at the Congress. They would 
take the view that after the Congress tomorrow they could not change 
a 'dot or a line' of the document.

Feather told Wilson that the timing of the letter, late in the evening just 
before the congress, 'imparted a crisis atmosphere'. But the prime 
minister sought to calm him down, arguing that the letter 'did not go 
beyond what had been said before to the TUC and there was no 
^•gnificance in the timing of its delivery'. Feather said that 'he was 
Sratefui for his explanation which was most helpful'. Wilson took the 
opportunity to tell him in return that he took a 'gloomy view' of what 
Jones and Scanlon had said to him at Chequers, 'that they were 
“̂ '̂luctantly acquiescing in the TUC proposals only because they regarded 
ĥern as the lesser of two evils'. In the event. Feather carried the day
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Unions were also promised financial indemnification against damaggj 
by the TUC in ‘exceptional circumstances' that were not spelt out if they 
found themselves forced before the new court to defend themselves.34 
However, the TUC rejected by 5 ,055 ,(XX) votes to 4 ,2 8 4 ,(XX) against an 
attempt by left-wing affiliates to 'instruct' all unions to deregister under 
the threat of the ultimate sanction of expulsion from the TUC if thty 
refused to do so. As Congress House argued; 'To impose on unions such 
a general condition of affiliation would impose on the TUC tht 
obligation to support unconditionally an affiliated union which put 
itself in jeopardy by one of its members -  by an action that would net 
have been in contravention of the Act if the union had been registered. 
The general council could not com m it its affiliates to accept surh an 
automatic obligation to each and every member concerned.’

Feather was anxious to preserve the maximum unity of action ашопц 
affiliate unions. But the moderate stance adopted by the TUC at Croydon 
proved difficult to sustain during the summer of 1971. On the eve of the 
September Congress the general council noted that;

Many unions were interpreting the Croydon registration decision as 
passive and had not endeavoured to implement it. Six months after 
Croydon members were still sitting on the fence and as a result there 
was disarray. Very soon, if the policy was tightened up a large number 
of unions which intended to carry out the Croydon registration 
request would reconsider their position.

Indeed, a week later Feather found himself out-voted when congrtsi 
backed a motion moved by Scanlon that instructed affiliates to deregister, 
with 5,625,()(Ю votes in favour and 4,5(Ю,(ХХ) against. 'A single scratch 
can lead to gangrene', warned the AUEW president. 'W hatever t^c 
motives a single step forward towards an implicit cooperation with the 
Act by any section of our Movement might give temporary relief but it 
the long run it would be disastrous to all.'-^  ̂ This was generally 
interpreted at the time as a serious defeat for the TUC Establishm ent but 
it was hardly the final word on the matter. The passage of a militanf- 
sounded resolution in the heated atmosphere of congress was one thing' 
but its automatic acceptance in practice by every affiliated I'UC unior 
was quite another matter. Many union leaders were extremely rclucta*'' 
to take any action that involved them either in breaking the law of 
land or placing their union's financial assets in jeopardy. The TUC , 
its position quite clear on that point in the spring of 1972. It was 
by its finance and general purposes committee that; 'It would b?
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for the r u e  to deliberately to court actions by putting itself in a position 
^̂ >here it was clearly contravening the law just as it would be wrong for 
tlie TUC deliberately to encourage unions to break the law.'-^  ̂The issue 
of legality came to head inside the TUC with the formal request from the 
Transport and General Workers to others unions for advice on what it 
should do when it was fined £5 5 ,(KX) for contem pt of court in refusing 
to attend the National Industrial Relations Court or obeying its order to 
stop unofficial picketing and blacking by its dock members of goods 
being transported to the new container terminals by Heatons, a road 
haulage company on Merseyside. In the face of an imminent threat to 
the sequestration of all its assets the TGWU asked the TUC for support. 
The TUC Finance and General Purposes Committee told Jones his union 
would have to pay the fines. 'The whole movement could not be 
expected to meet fines arising from an unofficial action which was also 
in defiance of specific advice from the union', it reasoned.

Two months later the comm ittee went even further and warned that 
'trade unions existed to protect the interests of their members and this 
implied they should defend themselves against attacks in the bodies 
established by the Industrial Relations Act'.-̂ *̂  Feather was particularly 
concerned that affiliate unions should not take their hostility to the 
legislation so far as to defy the law. He told the general council at its 
April 1972 meeting that 'there was a danger unions would not be lame 
ducks but sitting ducks. He expected the great majority of trade unionists 
would expect trade unions in certain circumstances to defend themselves 
before the new courts.'-^^ Feather's efforts to dampen down emotions 
alarmed Scanlon who warned the general council that it was 'on a 
slippery slope which would lead to cooperation with the NIRC, 
injunctions and involvement of the Act into the trade union 
movement'. But Fred Hayday from the moderate General and Muncipal 
Workers' Union, suggested the unions 'must move away from a situation 
of defying the institutions of the Act and facing endless fines which 
unions could not meet. It would be better to reconsider and reassess the 
situation at this juncture rather than have a reconsideration forced on 
them later by force of circumstances.' An attempt at that meeting to have 
3 recall congress to reassess strategy was defeated by 15 votes to 11.

It was becoming clear that a majority of the general council was not 
prepared to confront the governm ent through an uncompromising 
resistance to the Act in practice. I'he whole edifice of TUC opposition 
seemed in danger of collapse by the early summer of 1972. At the end of 
Ĵ *ne as many as 38 affiliate trade unions had still not deregistered from 

provisional register. These included large unions like USDAW, the
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comfortably at Croydon, with 7 ,908 ,ООО votes in favour of 'programirie 
for action' and only 8 4 6 ,0 0 0  against, but delegates made it clear the 
unions would not accept the use of statutory penalties to deal with 
unions in unofficial strikes.

A frosty and terse press release from her department saying none of 
this was enough to persuade the government to drop its proposed 
legislation may have infuriated Castle who had returned to Italy, hut it 
had been issued with the prime minister's authority. He told her on the 
phone on 6 June at 10.20 p.m. that 'he thought it was necessary that the 
statem ent should be issued because if there was no reaction from the 
government, rumours would be put forward that the government's 
position was weakening'. Moreover, Wilson added, it had had 'a 
generally good effect on the press'.

Castle discussed the situation on the phone again with Wilson on the 
Saturday evening of 7 June. He told her that his meeting with Feather on 
the previous evening had 'gone rather well'. Wilson said he inforniec 
the TUC general secretary that the government faced a dilemma because 
it could not postpone its Bill until next year. Feather said he was against 
the cold storage proposal, 'but not as much as expected'.’  ̂ He aUo said 
to Wilson that a lot of members of the general council might go along 
with this proposal. The prime minister told Castle that he 'did not think 
Mr Feather had fully grasped all that was involved in this proposal’, 
although he had said he realised this was in the majority recommenda­
tions of the Donovan Commission but that its two trade union memberi 
(Woodcock and Collinson) had opposed it. However, Wilson and Feather 
agreed that the idea should not be brought up at the 10 June meeting 
with the TUC but held back for a later session when they might be given 
a choice between either the cold storage or the model rules option. The 
prime minister told Castle that 'he had the impression the TUC had over­
reached themselves in their opposition to fines and that they were now 
anxious for any way out of their difficulties'.

Castle suggested as an alternative to fines that the government s h o u l d  

take power to require unions to accept model rules which would be 
binding on them as a condition for their registration as trade unions. If 
they refused to adopt and use them they would lose their legal immunity 
protections from the 1906 Trade Disputes Act. Wilson told the 
governm ent's management com m ittee that he 'had been a t t r a c t e d  by 
this proposal since it seemed to link in well with the powers the TUC 
taking and the comments the government had made on them'. Wilson 
had met Feather privately on June 6 and explained what happen^*
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He was friendly but had nothing to offer except the proposal to drop 
the 15111 for a year and he confirmed again that even if the government 
postponed the penal clause the TUC would drop its proposals. When 
the 'model rules' proposal had been put to him, however, he had 
reaicted well and said this could be the basis ifor an agreement, 
although his reaction might be very different when he received advice 
from his legal and constitutional experts.

Wilson adm itted  to  th e  cabinet's m anagem ent com m ittee th a t he

did not yet know how the trade unions would react to this proposal. 
One thing which might make it attractive to them was that they were 
so committed in their opposition to penal clauses that this proposal 
night give them  a way out. It was interesting that Mr Feather had 
'bitten hard' on the suggestion when it was put to him and had said 
that at worse the proposal would split the general council. A possibility 
might be to put the idea to the I'UC and see if it would be acceptable 
to them or to offer both the alternative options of cold storage and 
model rules and see which they would prefer. If they rejected both 
they would certainly lose some support within the parliamentary 
labour party and from public opinion generally.

I'he prime minister acknowledged that the TUC position had in fact 
been strengHhened by the Croydon decision. Healey admitted that 'Mr 
Feather had brilliantly got over to the public that neither the 
government nor the 'FUC could have any more than a marginal 
influence on strikes', while the Chancellor 'agreed Mr Feather had greatly 
improved the public image of the trade unions and of the TUC's 
proposals'. Mrs Castle insisted that the government

were in a war of manoeuvre with the TUC. It was important to 
remember the trade union movement was not monolithic and that 
Mr Feather positively welcomed pressure on him from the 
government which enabled him to press the unions to take action  
which had been delayed for years and to strengthen the TUC. On the 
other hand, Messrs Scanlon and Jones were concerned only to 
manoeuvre to get the penal clauses dropped and this was why Mr 
5>tanlon had persuaded his own national council to change their 
previous decision which he had personally led them to take. Mr 
leather had therefore to operate through the two major unions, 
"^either of which were genuine in their approach to this matter and so
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KETPU, ASTMS and the ISTC, the steelworkers' union. Their behaviou, 
angered the left on th e  general council w ho believed they were 
th reaten in g to  underm ine th e  tough stance adopted at th e 197i 
Congress. Scanlon urged the TUC to  start disciplinary action  against the 
errant unions. However, if those unions had rem ained on  the register in 
defiance of a threat of expulsion from the TUC, it is hard to see how the 
facade of unity established by Congress House could have remained  
in tact for very long.

U nforeseen events, how ever, cam e to  the TU C's rescue. They wert 
saved by the London dockers. The TGW U had gone to  th e National 
Industrial Relations C ourt arguing they lacked the power to  stop their 
docker m em bers from picketing a con tainer term inal in east London in 
w hat was an unofficial strike. W hen it failed it took the case to  the Court 
of Appeal w hich th en  unexpectedly decided th at indeed the union was 
not liable for the behaviour of its shop stewards. This transform ed thf 
situation. As a result five dockers' leaders were com m itted  to Pentonvillt 
prison for con tem p t of court over a case involving unofficial blackinj; 
and picketing of M idland Cold Storage. The spectacle of trade unionists 
being sent to  prison in such circu m stan ces th reaten ed  to  provoke 
w idespread national sym pathy strikes. A triu m p h an t Scanlon told a 
shocked TUC general council th at, while he 'did not w ant to  see con­
frontation, revolution or a general strike', the unions could 'n ot permii 
the im prisonm ent of five dockers how ever misguided they m ay be'.’® 
I'he crisis ended with the unlikely intervention of the Official Solicitor 
w ho had the dockers leaders freed. But it dealt a fatal blow to the 
credibility of the Industrial Relations Act. Key unions like USDAW and 
the EETPU now decided to  deregister as a mark of their disappiovj] at 
th e  im p rison m en t of the dockers. Their decision ensured the vast 
m ajority of TUC affiliates would rem ain united in their resistance to the 
Act as non-registered organisations. But such an ou tco m e had by no 
m eans been inevitable. The TUC's strategy had succeeded but ii was a 
close-run thing.

How ever, there were already clear signs th at Feath er’s desiie for 
negotiations w ith th e  governm ent on  a broad policy agenda 
com ing to fruition. By the early m onth s of 1 9 7 2  the g o v e rn m e n t 
in retreat. In the face of the work-in at U pper Clyde S h i p b u i l d e r s  

industrial policy was falling to pieces. U nem ploym ent was th rea ten ii’ fi 
to  rise above the politically dangerous figure of 1 million. Above з'*' 
the first national m iners' dispute since 1 9 2 6  threatened to  b r i n g  

governm ent to its knees. The TUC took a backseat in the:ie e v e n t s .  

influence over th e  m inew orkers' union had been limited since 1’
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and it was n ot asked to in tervene. But the o u tcom e strengthened  
I’eather's bargaining position. The fam ous Heath U-turn provided the 
TUC with the opportunity to try and help bring an end to the politics 
of industrial confrontation.

I'he return of relative industrial calm  by the late sum m er of 1972  after 
the traum a of defeat at the hands of the m iners also enabled H eath to  
bring the TUC and the CBI into serious discussions on the creation of a 
new national consensus for m anaging the econ om y. The breadth of the 
lengthy tripartite discussions th at lasted until the beginning of 
November was astonishing. It seem ed th at Feather's faith in the  
willingness of H eath to  negotiate with the TUC had been vindicated. 
After being frozen out for nearly tw o years, the TUC found itself being 
actively encouraged by the prim e m inister to  abandon its public in tran ­
sigence to the governm ent and accept an active and positive role in the  
public policy-m aking. At first the going proved difficult. U nion leaders 
were in no m ood to either forget or forgive the turbulent industrial 
events since June 1970 . It took all Feather's guile and finesse to  keep the  
discussions on course, and it was only after the September 1 9 7 2  Congress 
that a serious and protracted  effort was m ade to  reach a com m on  
agreement between the TUC, the CBI and th e  governm ent.

Jack Jones was impressed by w hat he saw as a serious attem pt by Heath 
to negotiate a deal w ith th e  TUC. 'N o Prime M inister either before or 
since could com pare w ith Ted Heath in the efforts he m ade to  establish  
a spirit of cam araderie w ith trade union leaders and to offer an attractive 
package w hich m ight satisfy large num bers of work people', he w rote in 
his m e m o i r s .T h e  m ore conciliatory H eath was in evidence when he 
met senior TUC leaders on 9  M arch 1972  and offered them  'wide-ranging 
discussions w ithout any lim itations on  th e  subjects concerned'.'*^ At 
their m eeting at Chequers on  2 7  Septem ber, th e prim e m inister told  
Peather and his colleagues th at he was ready to com m it himself to  a 5 per 
^ent growth rate for the n ext year in return for voluntary wage and price 
restraint. He was prepared to  create an independent body to  help the  
low paid and introduce threshold  paym ents to  p rotect workers from  
inflation, som ething the TUC had been demanding."*^ H eath also made 
^ gesture to  Jones by offering a better deal for old age pensioners. He 
''Ought, in his ow n words, a 'new  era of coop eration '. But the TUC drew  
‘̂P a massive shopping list of its own dem ands w hich seemed to  grow  

longer with each m eeting. These included a prices and rent freeze, a 
‘health tax, a surcharge on  capital gains, a huge rise in family allowances, 

above all th e  repeal, if n ot suspension, of the Industrial Relations 
I he tripartite discussions dragged on through the autum n but it is
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far as the TUC proposals were concerned  they had given him  powers 
w hich he knew he would not in the event be able to  work.

Healey concurred  w ith her analysis but believed th at 'M r Feather had 
been very skilful in stating quite truthfully the TUC could achieve little'. 
Mrs Castle described Feather's dilem m a, as recorded in the M inutes;

He was concerned  th at if the legislation w ent forward he would have 
to  drop his proposals, but, on the oth er hand, he considered that if 
th e  pressure from  th e governm ent was off him  his ow n proposals 
would soon becom e ineffective. She did n ot th ink the cold storage 
proposals were an athem a to Mr Feather personally.

W ilson intervened to  say th at Feather had m ade it clear at their Friday 
m eeting th at he w ould have difficulty in selling th e  cold storage 
proposals to the general council. But Castle believed they should stand 
firm. She told the m anagem ent com m ittee th at she believed th at if 'the 
PLP kept its nerve and if the governm ent were able to put a "cold storage 
Bill" th rou gh , public opinion  w ould begin to  react violently for the 
governm ent and against th e  TUC if the TUC th en  w ithdrew  its own 
proposals'. 'It was im p ortan t for th e governm ent to  stand firm ’, she 
declared. 'She had lived through such pressure before, eg on  the Fords 
dispute. The governm ent had created problem s for itself by losing it5 
own nerve on m ajor issues such as prices and incom es policy and Нои'е 
of Lords reform .'

W ilson said th at he

trem bled to  think w hat the effects would be abroad and on sferlinR it 
the governm ent simply withdrew  its proposals with nothing in their 
place. It should be rem em bered we were dealing with people who had 
spent all their life n egotiatin g and were m asters of b rin k m a n sh ip  
A lthough th e  TUC had gone on  record against th e  cold storage 
proposal he did not believe this was necessarily their last word on tht 
m atter. M r Scanlon had com e out strongly against penal clauses 
during th e  Fords dispute but at the end of the day he had agreed tc 
penal clauses. If the governm ent continued to press hard it m igh t gt' 
agreem ent on  th e cold storage proposals. In any case it would be з 
great mistake to  accept defeat now , even though it was true that 
TUC had the great advantage of the overw helm ing support of 
unions for th eir proposals w hile th e governm ent were in a 
position not on ly w ith the PLP but also inside the cabinet. И
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governm ent gave up the fight now  it would be clear they had no will 
on the issue. They could, however, still get the proposals through if 
the nerve of the PLP held.

Crossman said th at 'if the governm ent played on  th e  nerve of th e PLP 
and the nerve broke we should lose all the m inisters identified with the  
present policy. This was therefore an im portant m atter of calculation as 
the governm ent should not play into th e hands of Mr Callaghan w ho  
would then becom e Prime M inister with Mr Crosland as his chancellor.' 
Wilson retorted: 'W h oever becam e Prime M inister in th at situation  
would not be able to  survive a m on th  because of overseas reaction and  
an almost certain run on sterling.'

Castle was con vin ced  th e TUC w ould com e to  accep t the  
governm ent's cold storage proposals if Labour MPs backed th em . Her 
officials told her th at about 2  m illion of the 9  m illion possible congress  
votes at c:roydon would have accepted them  if they had been presented  
to delegates. She m en tion ed  th at the GM W  and the ETU w ould have 
voted for them . 'This was not a bad foundation to build on at this stage', 
Castle suggested. 'She had not th e slightest doubt that if the governm ent 
were able to get the cold storage proposals through the House, the whole 
atmosphere would chan ge and th e  position at th e  TUC in Septem ber 
would also be com pletely  chan ged . Basically th e govern m en t were 
suffering from a lack of nerve in the PLP.'

Wilson sum m ed up the position:

I’he main issue to  be faced was w hat ch a n ce  was there of getting  
anything out of th e TUC. The governm ent was not in so hopeless a 
position in the negotiations w ith th e TUC since Mr Feather was most 
anxious to con tinu e the negotiations and had him self suggested that 
the meeting on  M onday should be played short and th at acrim onious  
dispute should be avoided. He had also said he would hope to form a 
negotiating com m ittee w hich be on con stan t call and w hich would 
include Mr Scanlon and Mr Jon es and had agreed to  m eet the  
government again later in the week.

''^ilson believed th at it 'w ould be useful to  offer the TUC as m any  
'''ternatives as possible for if th ey  subsequently were seen to  have 
^ îected the W h ite Paper proposals, a tou gh en in g up of their own  
P^''agraph 42, the cold storage proposals and the model rules, they would 
'’ot be in so strong a position and m ight well have less sym pathy and  
^̂ 'PP̂ 'rt from the PLP'. But he added th at he was ready to consult with
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doubtful th ey could have proved successful. W h atever Feather mighi 
have w anted, m ost of the general council had no desire to  reach a deal 
with Heath th at m ight ensure him  a second term  in office. Indeed, the 
TUC was developing a m uch closer relationship w ith the Labour Partv 
through the newly form ed Liaison C om m ittee. Leaders like Jones and 
Scanlon were not going to  rescue a Conservative governm ent iti such 
circum stances.

And yet it is clear th at the TUC was being offered an unprecedemed  
package of measures w hich would have guaranteed it a m ore prominent 
institu tional role in the political econ om y th an  it had ever enjoyed 
before. Even after the end of the tripartite talks in N ovem ber 1972 and 
the im position of a statutory prices and incom es policy. Heath believed 
that the TUC should be given the opportunity to  participate in key areas 
of policy. He pursued a con ciliatory  and activist em p loym en t policy 
w hich assumed close future TUC involvem ent. The M anpow er Services 
Com m ission was form ed after extensive consultation  with the TUC and 
its n om inees were given equal representation w ith th e  CGI ui it̂  
d evelop m en t. A sim ilar ap proach  was m ade w ith the creation  of the 
Health and Safety at W ork Com m ission w here TUC nom inees were to 
have a key role to play. There seems little doubt th at if Heath had won 
a second term  in February 1 9 7 4  he would have developed other such 
bodies to  cover con cilia tion , sex and race d iscrim ination  and even 
worker participation. In fact, som e of Labour's Social C ontract agenda 
after February 1974  was already being developed by the Conserv atives in 
th eir final m o n th s of office. It had never been H eath 's intention fo 
ignore or m arginalise the TUC.

Feather retired as TUC general secretary in September 1973. Heath 
saddened by his departure. He stayed in tou ch  w ith him . 'In Januaiy 
1 9 7 4  1 had a ch at with Vic Feather about how things m ight be after tht 
n ext election ’, he w rote in his m em oirs. '1 recall saying to Vic that "youi 
people are always com p lain in g about som e aspect of the I n d u s t r ia l  

Relations Act but w hen 1 give you the op p ortu n ity  to raise it in 
discussion you never utter a w ord." "Look Ted", he said. "If you win tht 
next election we will discuss it all with you and it will be there for ever. 
But if you lose the n ext election the w hole th ing will be wiped out 'П 
the first week." Feather never said a truer word."*'*

For m ost of his tim e Feather had been involved very m uch in a hifl*’’ 

profile fire-fighting role -  working against 'In Place of Strife' in 1“ 
and th e Industrial Relations Act after 1971 . But his years at the top ° 
Congress House were not entirely negative. Feather e n h a n c e d  • 
stature and influence of the organisation through th e sheer force o f  '
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flam boyant p erson ality , his boundless energy and never-ending  
b onhom ie. His lon g exp erien ce  in th e  b ackroom  of the organisation  
d epartm ent had enabled him  to  establish an unparalleled network of 
friends and  c o n ta c ts  w h ich  he had often  been able to  use to  good  
effect. In m a n y  w ays Feath er w as th e  m an  w ho could have given a 
hum an face eith er to  th e  Social C o n tract or a One Nation arrangem ent 
with the C onservatives. He m ay have lacked W oodcock 's brains, but 
he was probably better equipped to  jolly along the TUC general council 
in turbulent tim es. N ever a deep thinker, he was perhaps m ore what 
the TUC needed w hen faced w ith the dangers of a con frontation  with 
the state.

M oreover, he did preside over tw o pieces of internal reform th at very 
much reflected his experiences as a TUC organiser. In 1973  a TUC report 
recom m ended th e  form ation  of regional councils to replace th e advisory 
com m ittees th a t had been established during th e Second W orld W ar to  
perform liaison work. They w ere to  provide a m ore consistent institu­
tional p resence for th e  TU C in the regions. Feather’s oth er change was 
the in trod u ction  of m ore industrial com m ittees, designed to  im prove 
policy coo rd in atio n  and co m m o n  action  betw een unions in the same 
industry and perhaps to  sm oo th  th e  path to  further union mergers and 
am algam ations. He was also keen to  press for m ore and better TUC 
services in areas like u nion  ed ucation  and training, legal advice, press 
and publicity. During his tim e as TUC general secretary Feather took a 
steadfast pro-European C o m m u n ity  position, even if congress vacillated  
from on e side to  th e  o th er over th e  argum ent about UK mem bership. In
1973 he was m ade president of th e  newly form ed European Trade Union  
Confederation (ETUC), a body w hich included m em bers from countries 
outside th e  E urop ean  C o m m u n ity . He also raised the increasingly  
im portant issue of industrial d em ocracy . No doubt, in quieter times 
much of Feath er's b ehind-the-scenes efforts to  reform the unions would 
have received recogn ition . But this was n ot to  be the case.

Both W ilson  and H eath  h ad  reasons to  th an k  him for his con stan t 
efforts to seek com p rom ise and con ciliation  between th e TUC and their 
governm ents. Feath er and  th e  TUC are often criticised because they  
failed to achieve a reform  of th e  trade unions in the way the im patient 
<-'ritics w anted. H ow ever, th e  TU C offered perhaps m ore sensible and  
Moderate altern atives. There is n o  doubt th at Feather rescued W ilson  

Castle from  disaster in Ju n e  1 9 6 9  w ith his TUC program m e to  
intervene in in ter-u n ion  and unofficial disputes. This m ay well have 
Proved im possible to  sustain in th e face of rising rank and file militancy, 
^''fn if Labour had w on th e  1 9 7 0  general election. Again, Feather rightly



the т и с  after the Bill had been introduced, and even beyond 
September’s congress.

We could offer to reach agreement with the TUC on the model rule, 
so that the penal clauses would never in fact com e into effect and 
could be repealed in the second Bill. If on the other hand the TIJC 
said that unless they had an assurance that no Bill containing penal 
clauses would be introduced that they would not continue 
negotiations, the government clearly could not accept such an 
ultimatum and would have to go ahead with the Bill in any case.

The model rules would be in the second Bill and the penal clausti on 

cold storage in the interim legislation. ‘Mr Feather might be able to carr>’ 
his people on this', suggested Wilson. But Jenkins wondered 'if the TUC 
proved to be adamant and would not budge an inch from their present 
position on cold storage, he wondered whether the present proposals 
would be approved by cabinet and he also wondered what the Р1Г 
reaction would be’. Wilson said that he 'was not entirely happy about 
the Chief Whip's position on this’, because he had 'strong feelings 
himself on this issue and his report might not be uninfluenced by his 
own opinion’. He added that the ‘main question now was, if the talks 
were going on with the TUC reappraising paragraph 42  and including 
the possible substitution of model rules for the penal clauses, what w olW  

be the chance of getting a Bill containing penal clauses in cold storage 
through the House’.

Mrs Castle said her officials believed that the TUC 'would he mad' tc 
accept the model rules proposal because it 'was so draconian’

At the present time most union rules had no reference to unconstitu­
tional strikes. Some militant unions preferred unofficial to official 
strikes as they viewed them as com m ando force operations which paid 
dividends. This was why M r Scanlon was so reluctant to surrendei 
authority to the TUC. It therefore became important to turn the 'nisy 
in paragraph 42 to 'm ust’. In her view if the model rules approach wi' 
used to do this it would not be as flexible an instrument as the origif’ l̂ 
proposal of the conciliation pause because it would not leave the sain® 
degree of discretion to the Secretary of State.

Wilson disagreed, suggesting that the model rules clause could be 
to give discretion to the Secretary of State and not the Registrar. He  ̂
believed that ‘the Labour m ovem ent generally was fullv in supp'^^*^
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the government's proposals and he had been surprised at the good 
reception he had from workers and from Labour party members' on a 
visit the previous weekend to the north and Yorkshire. Wilson concluded 
that the government was operating in a highly political situation and in 
dealing with Mr Feather they were dealing with 'a very political animal. 
I«jo firm decisions could be taken at this meeting nor the cabinet 
tomorrow until the TUC reaction to the proposals the comm ittee had 
discussed had become clear. It was obviously important that the TUC 
were not provoked at the meeting tomorrow.'

Wilson, Castle and her senior advisers met the TUC general council on 
9 June. Feather led off for the TUC, explaining that the Croydon congress 
had backed by a ten to one majority the TUC's own programme for 
action, and there was 'no difference between the government and the 
trade union movement about the aim, which was to minimise strikes, 
rheir differences were about m e a n s .F e a th e r  assured Wilson that the 
TUC's own proposals to deal with unconstitutional strikes

had the necessary authority and would be backed by the necessary 
ianctions to make them effective. But no-one could guarantee success 
m every case. Nor was it possible to say in advance what particular 
sanctions would or should be imposed in various circumstances to 
ensure compliance with a recommendation or award. The TUC did 
not envisage taking over any part of the present conciliation work of 
the DEP but wished their existing links with that department to 
continue and to become closer if possible. This continuing liaison, 
however, must be dependent on the government dropping the 'penal 
clauses' since the TUC could not cooperate or appear to be co­
operating with arrangements which might lead to penal sanctions.

'Vilson tried to be conciliatory in tone, praising the TUC for the progress 
that had been made, particularly in dealing with inter-union disputes. 'In 
this field, the government regarded the TUC proposals as effective 
'because an award by the TUC would be binding on the unions and the 
'•nions had voluntarily accepted this provision', the prime minister told 
them, but he added that their response to measures to deal with uncon- 
'*t'tutional conflicts was still unsatisfactory.

did not spell out sufficiently clearly and positively the actions which 
'̂nions should take in order to secure compliance with a TUC recom- 

■^endation or award; nor did it provide any means by which the 
S^neral council could enforce the 'requirement' in the first sentence
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detected, when his general council colleagues did not, that the rU( 
would eventually be able to do business with Heath despite set-piece 
public confrontations over public sector wage restraint and the Induiitriii 
Relations Act.

It is most unlikely that Feather would have made any difference to trit 
final days of the Heath government with its second confrontation with 
the National Union of Mineworkers in only two years if he had remainec 
TUC general secretary. Heath may have regarded Len Murray, hi-, 
successor, wrongly as a more politically partisan figure, but the rnaifi 
difference was that he missed Feather's endless efforts to conciliate and 
cajole behind the scenes. Would it have really made much difference to 
the outcome? There was perhaps one missed opportunity to settle the 
mining dispute without any resort to a general election. On 9 January
1974 at the regular monthly meeting of the National Economic 
Development Council, Sid Greene as chairman of the TUC economic 
comm ittee told Chancellor Tony Barber that the general council would 
give the government an 'assurance' that other unions would 'not use as 
an argument in negotiations with their own pay settlements' what 
would be used to resolve the miners' pay c l a i m . T h i s  was not perhap 
what it seems. It is unlikely that the electricity power workers and other 
groups with muscle would have heeded such TUC advice, no matler 
what Congress House pressure there might be. Heath noted in hib 
memoirs that the TUC could not give him the firm guarantees he 
required. Perhaps Feather might have found a way out of the crisis, birt 
probably not.
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6
Jack Jones and the Social Contract: 
Myths and Realities, 1970-1977

I have never been an Emperor. I have never been a king. All 1 have 
ever been is a soldier in the great army of Labour and 1 will remain 
that until my death.

Jack Jones'

The union 1 lead and myself personally have never supported the idea 
that trade unionism is a licence for any group to look after themselves 
and to hell with the rest. Our policy is to use our general strength and 
influence to promote social justice.

Jack Jones^

He was a rod on my back right from the beginning.
Len Murray on Jack Jones^

period of the TUC's history has suffered more from distortion and 
caricature than that covering its Social Contract with the Labour Party 
during the 1970s. Conservatives have condemned those years, alleging 
hey were a time when the trade unions became over-powerful and 

^destructive forces in the economy, even a dangerous threat to the future 
representative democracy itself. Many on the left have denounced the 

for its Social Contract with Labour, seeing it as a corporatist 
Arrangement that frustrated the militancy of a self-confident and 
®8sressive shopfloor, intent on much more radical change. But the Social
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Contract also aroused widespread criticism from many members of ih> 

Labour cabinet of the time. 'Of course any government must wori,. 

closely with the TUC but apart from the pressures that flowed naturally 

from our historic relationship with the trade unions, we went much 

further in the way we cooperated under the terms of the quaintly titler 

social contract supposedly enshrining a new relationship between 

government and unions', recalled Joel Barnett, chief secretary to the 

Treasury during those years."* 'To my mind the only give and take in the 

contract was that the government gave and the unions took.' Such a 

view was to become the conventional wisdom and it was to shape 

TUC-New Labour government relations after May 1997. The time is lonp 

overdue for a reasoned and balanced reassessment of the social contract 

to look at its formation, development and sad conclusion stripped of the 

hysteria and hyperbole that has too often shaped our understanding of 

what happened to British industrial politics during the 1970s.

It was Jack Jones, general secretary of the Transport and General 

Workers Union, more than any other trade union leader of his 

generation, who was the real architect of the Social Contract. He was a 

towering figure in the trade union movement, perhaps its most 

formidable, intellectually fertile and effective leader since Ernest Bevin. 

'Though, in a sense, he represented the rejection of much which BevIn 

had stood for as the creator of his union, he was one of the few union 

leaders 1 have met who shared something of Bevin's political vision' 

wrote Denis Healey, Labour’s Chancellor of the Exchequer.-^ During tht 

crisis years of 1974-77, in particular, he became the austere Cromwilliar 

embodiment of the Social Contract in the face of frightening economic 

conditions and deep political antagonisms. It was Jones who provided 

the necessary initiative and dynamism required to enable the TUC to 

shoulder a thankless but crucial responsibility in helping to save the 

economy from inflationary disaster by agreeing to voluntary waRe 

restraint.

But Jones's role as custodian of the Social Contract seemed to lun 

counter to his fundamental beliefs about the nature of free trade 

unionism. Jones was never really a true believer in the virtues of a 

corporate state, of centralised collective agreements being negotiated on 

high between the TUC and government or employer associations in th£ 

supposed national interest. O n  the contrary, he was often to be the 

rather uncritical and romantic champion of workplace trade unionism- 

Indeed, he came to personify the rise of shopfloor power at a time when 

it seemed that industrial democracy would become more than just з 

well-meaning slogan but a way of advancing working-class interests ir'
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an economy dominated by class inequalities. Jones was often suspicious 

of, if not downright hostile to, full-time trade union bureaucrats, even 

in his own union. It was the senior convenors and shop stewards in the 

country's larger manufacturing establishments who were Jones's role 

models for the future of trade unionism. On the other hand, in his 

leadership of the TGWU, Jones turned out to be a domineering figure in 

the autocratic Bevin-Deakin-Cousins mould. His forceful personality 

was stamped on the organisation at all levels. It was always clear that 

despite his personal belief in the virtues of workplace union activism, 

Jones did not intend to relinquish or decentralise his own exercise of 

power if it threatened to fragment his union's authority or weaken 

collective bargaining structures. On the contrary, during the Jones years, 

almost to the end, nobody was left in much doubt who ruled Transport 

House. But he was never a blustering, narrow-minded union boss. Jones 

set out a far-reaching and imaginative agenda for action, most of which 

was translated into Labour Party policy during the 1970s, and much was 

even to outlast Thatcherism.

Formative years

Jack Larkin Jones was born in York Street, Garston in south Liverpool in 

1913, the son of a docker.^ After leaving school at 15 he worked for seven 

years on the docks. A precocious youngster, he imbibed left-wing 

Socialist politics from an early age, becoming secretary of his ward 

Labour Party at 15. He was elected as a Labour member of Liverpool city 

council at 23. Jones - like other idealists in the Labour Movement in the 

1930s - believed in international solidarity. He fought at the battle of 

the Ebro in the Spanish Civil War as a political commissar with the Major 

\ttlee company of the International Brigade. His Spanish experiences 

were a formative inspiration in his early life and they helped to shape his 

particular brand of left-wing politics for the rest of his life as a trade 

union leader. Many have insisted that he was a member of the 

Communist Party, at least in that period, but he always denied this, 

though admitting his wife Evelyn had once been a member. The most 

formative influence on Jones's approach to industrial relations came 

during his years as full-time TGWU district secretary in Coventry, the 

West Midlands car and then munitions town, between 1939 and 1948. 

It was during that period that he came to appreciate the potentialities 

of workplace power as he provided the inspirational drive for union 

organisation and recognition in the burgeoning manufacturing plants 

and encouraged the training of a cadre of shop stewards to be the

Jones and the Social Contract 203



TGWU's true officer class at the head of an industrial army/ As |опея 

wrote in his memoirs:

The early 1940s in the Coventry area saw a remarkable transforma­

tion in attitudes on the shop floor... Step by step we inched forward 

until it became commonplace for shop stewards to be elected at shop 

floor meetings, to hold committee meetings during working hours 

and to report back, after meetings with management or the works 

committee, to members on the shop floor. This encroachment on 

managerial control over the workplace had considerable repercussions 

over the years. In my experience it prevented many disputes and 

strengthened trade union participation in the war effort.^

Jones's belief in shopfloor power was strengthened by his petbonal 

involvement in the creation of the joint production committees, made 

up of elected trade union representatives, that emerged across much of 

the war industries after the spring of 1942. 'It was the first time thf 

principle of consultative rights on matters relating to planning and 

organising production had been conceded to workers', Jones recalled

On the whole the trade union response to this new opportunity was 

constructive and effective. Ideas emerging from the shop floor started 

to be taken into account in quite a new way, even if the successes were 

not spectacular. The system laid the basis for a new era ot trade 

unionism and to my mind provided strong reasons for the expancif>n 

of industrial democracy.^

Jones was the man mainly responsible for the development of the system 

of piecework and incentive bargaining in Coventry’s engineering plants 

after the 1940 tool-room agreement. It was under his able leadership 

after the war that manual workers in the town won a five-day working 

week and a fortnight’s holiday with pay, starting at the Standard Motor 

Company. Jones - even then - was never a negative force but a positi'C 

and constant source of practical ideas. His local activities may have 

angered Arthur Deakin, his autocratic boss of the TGWU who believed 

in a top-down system of union control through full-time officials, but 

they went with the current of the time in a post-war labour m arket 

experiencing full employment and inflationary pressures. As his union'^ 

regional secretary for the West Midlands in Birmingham, Jones was also 

instrumental in pressing for the negotiation of security of employment 

agreements for workers displaced by the arrival of automation. Many
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[lien would accept industrial change, even in middle life, if they felt they 

were not going to be pushed down to an unskilled occupation or out of 

the industry in which they have spent most of their working lives. People 

should be able to change their jobs and acquire new skills elsewhere’, he 

argued. In an interview in 1963 at the time when appointed the union's 

assistant executive secretary in London, Jones raised his concern about 

the arbitrary power of employers over individual dismissals. During his 

period on the Labour Party's national executive committee, he chaired 

a party inquiry into industrial democracy. Over those years his 

reputation as a reasoned but principled militant grew across the trade 

union movement. There was never any doubt that he would be Frank 

Cousins's successor as general secretary in 1969. In fact, he won a 

landslide victory - securing as many as 334,125 votes or 64.4 per cent of 

those participating in a 40 per cent turnout in a branch ballot.

All power to the stewards

Jones believed his triumph reflected rank and file approval for his brand 

of workplace unionism. In a speech to the union's 1969 biennial delegate 

conference as general secretary-elect he voiced his commitment to shop 

steward power. He told the conference:

Industrial democracy is a development of the role of the trade union 

representative. It can, in our view, only be founded upon the trade 

union movement. It means giving more information and power to the 

shop stewards or the office representative. It means the challenging of 

authority in industry. Never has this concept been so badly needed as 

it is today, for we see day after day the concentration of power into 

the hands of fewer and fewer faceless men at the top of industry.

'We demand an extension of industrial democracy so that we can share 

in the decisions and protect our own future as workers and extend the 

fight to participate in industrial progress', Jones explained to the 

delegates.

The overlords of propaganda often accuse workers of being Luddites, 

i here is an easy answer to that one - do not make it necessary for us 

to be Luddites, bring us in on decision making - make use of our 

intelligence, our knowledge and skills so we can make industrial 

t'liange the ally of the working man and not his enemy. In this union
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we say 'trust the commonsense and intelligence of our people ( hat 

is why we are decentralising authority itself w ith in  the u n io n

Jones envisaged the creation of 'jo int control' between managetneru and 

shop stewards over issues such as overtime working, inanpowet 

planning, hiring and firing, health and safety; even the appointment ot 

managers. 'We must talk more about management/worker philosophies, 

We want the right to talk about investment because this means our 

future as well.' Jones believed that shop stewards needed to know al 

about a company's production strategies, its turnover, un it costs ana 

future p lanning , and this meant a greater openness. 'Trade unionism 

w ith a hum an face’, was his slogan. 'W hy can't we bring the stewards 

and workers' representatives into the planning of work and make sure 

they get the inform ation they need to discuss and report to their 

members at the places of work?', he questioned.

Jones carried his industrial democracy message to the 1969 confcrcnce 

of the Institute of Personnel Management. His address to the managers 

laid down an articulate and coherent vision of a new kind nf 

un ion ism  in tune with the times. As he told his audience:

The centre of attention in  modern trades un ion ism  is increasingls 

becoming the place of work. The developments at the grass roots о 

our movement have been of great significance; what remains now i 

to translate these in to change throughout the whole of the trade 

un ion  and industrial structure.’ '

This m eant that there would have to be a devolution of power to evtrv 

worker. 'We have got to get our agreements down to the point whert 

the workers themselves are involved in the negotiations - and want to 

keep the agreements because they have had a decisive hand in n>akin? 

them  and therefore understand them.'

Jones argued that the change would transform the role of fuli-timt 

trade un ion  officials, who would become more the coordinators, the 

encouragers; the men and women called into the workplace only when 

a problem could not be resolved w ithout them. He insisted there was no 

place any longer for the centralising un ion  leader in industrial re la tion ' 

‘1 am not a boss and don 't want to be one', he explained.

1 am working for a system where not a few trade union officials contri-'l 

the situation but a dedicated, well-trained and intelligent body 

trade un ion members is represented by hundreds of thousands nf 1зУ
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representatives - every one of w hom  is capable of helping to resolve 

industrial probkims and assist in  collective bargaining. The un ion  

must not be the boss of its members. It must be responsive to the 

needs of ordinary people.

j-Iis early years as general secretary appeared to do little to d im in ish his 

faith in the shop stewards.

The average modern-minded manager knows that w ithout such men 

and women industry would indeed be underm ined. For (and this is 

perhaps the major factor affecting industry from the late fifties 

onwards) workers today just won't accept being ordered mindlessly 

about. They expect to get a better living standard out of their jobs and 

they recjuire more and more to be treated as adults when they are at 

work. The great contribution of the shop steward is to articulate those 

feelings and come to agreements that reflect them . The key is, of 

'■ourse, that they do come to an agreement, in  almost every case.

Jones saw himself as the cham pion  of the 'great and largely peaceful 

revolution achieved in British industry' during the 1960s. As he 

explained:

Massive industrial changes in methods, machines and labour practices 

are being brought about w ithout stnkes. Disputes procedures are being 

shortened, thus reducing the m ain cause of strikes (ie sheer frustration 

arising out of the long-drawn-out nature of resolving a dispute). 

Agreements are being localised, simplified in their wording and above 

all being made accountable to the workers themselves. The old 

situation, whereby a very lim ited agreement was made in  isolation by 

a few un ion officials, and then announced to those who would have 

to operate it, is fortunately growing more and more rare.

Jones insisted that the role of the steward was not to foment industrial 

conflict but to bring an end to needless strife by seeking negotiated 

agreements close as possible to the point of production. In an article in 

defence of the shop stewards published by the Spectator magazine, he 

called for 'a new high-level, mutually respected conciliation service', also 

for shortening disputes procedures and pressing on w ith worker partic­

ipation and democracy.'2 

Jones remained implacably opposed to any form of state regulated 

incomes policy. He even described the Labour government's voluntary 

Approach to pay restraint in 1965 as 'just a bloody gimmick'.'-^ During
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the 1969 'In Place of Strife' crisis he was seen by Wilson and Barbara 

Castle as their next most dangerous foe after Hugh Scanlon. A left-wing 

delegate at that year's Labour Party conference told Castle: 'I yearn for 

the day when you and Jack Jones will be fighting side by side.’ 'So do I 

but it will only come when Jack is ready to discriminate. It won't come 

as long as he says that every demand from every worker - well paid 

docker as well as underpaid dustman - is sacrosanct', she commented in 

her diary.''^ And yet even at the height of his popular reputation as a 

trade union militant, Jones was, at least in private, willing to d i‘:play a 

much more cautious view of the development of workplace trade 

unionism. On 15 May 1969 Castle disclosed having dinner with him 

Afterwards she described him  as a

genuine responsible social democrat. He certainly gave me the 

impression he wanted to avoid a disastrous breach with the 

government... He assured me he was no supporter of unofficial strikes 

and when I asked how he saw the shop stewards fitting in, say to 

Ford's machinery, he was quite clear they should not be negotiating 

but that there should be effective arrangements for consulting fhenr 

before final decisions were reached - a rather less disturbing approach 

than I once anticipated. It seems clear he doesn't want to undenninc 

the unions' authority.

In his first report as TGWU leader to the union's general executive 

council, Jones set out the outlines of his constructive agenda for 

industrial change. He was determined he told them to press for the 

creation of a 'high wages/high efficiency system based upon an adequate 

m inimum  below which no worker should be allowed to fall'. But above 

all, he emphasised the need to ensure greater lay participation for shop 

stewards and other activists in existing bodies like the industrv-ha«P'^ 

little national economic development councils. Jones added:

Whilst the general secretary has a strong influence (on makmg tht 

union more effective) major reliance must be on active members with 

decisions increasingly being taken directly by the membership. The 

operation of practical democracy will prove, in my opinion, to t’o 

basic strength.’^

M a k in g  the  Social C on trac t

Labour's surprise general election defeat in June 1970 provided Jones 

with the opportunity to launch a ferocious attack on politicians
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Britain's 'sham democracy' at the party conference. He even spoke 

somewhat wildly of 'shop stewards in the streets’.'^ But such bellicose 

rhetoric was coupled with a clear determination on his part to rebuild a 

close relationship between the TUC and the Labour Party after the 

divisive conflict of 1969. Jones launched his personal initiative for the 

establishment of a new accord in the Labour Movement in the 

improbable setting of a Fabian Society tea meeting at the 1971 Labour 

conference. He called for the creation of a liaison committee which 

would bring together the TUC and the Labour Party and help them to 

work out a common programme for action if Labour won the next 

general election. Jones spelt out in more detail what he had in mind to 

the conference itself:

I'here is no reason at all why a joint policy cannot be worked out. But 

let us have the closest possible liaison. Let us put an end to the stress 

and strain between the trade union and intellectual wings of the party. 

I his is not just a matter of brainstorming in the back rooms of 

Congress House and Transport House just before the next election. In 

the past we have not had the dialogue necessary. The unions and the 

party leadership perhaps have both been unsure of their own ground 

but we can market this policy into a great campaign to open up the 

approach to genuine industrial democracy based on the unions.'^

Labour leaders and the TUC quickly fell in behind Jones's initiative. The 

resulting Liaison Committee met for the first time on 23 January 1972. 

It grew rapidly into an important policy-making forum and an effective 

counterweight to the party's national executive committee. The new 

body was composed of six members each from Labour's shadow cabinet, 

the party's national executive committee and the TUC general council. 

From the start, Jones envisaged the Liaison Committee as a necessary 

and permanent way of ensuring there would be regular consultation for 

the trade unions through the TUC with any future Labour government. 

He insisted, despite left-wing objections, that shadow cabinet members 

should be sitting on the Liaison Committee as of right. 'To most of us at 

the ruc it would have been a waste of time if the MPs had not been 

there. We wanted commitments, especially for the repeal of the 

Industrial Relations Act and only the leaders of the party could deliver 

^hese', he ex p la ine d .T he  TUC's direct involvement in the Liaison 

Committee was to guarantee that it enjoyed close and formalised links 

"ith  the Labour Party for the first time since the National Council of 

•̂abc)uг was revived after the 1931 crisis.
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I'he new committee's initial agenda was certainly dominated by issues 

of primary concern to Jones and the TUC - a better deal for pensioners 

rehabilitation of the health service, a massive new housing pro>»ramme, 

public control of investment, measures to eradicate low pay, support for 

industrial democracy, and above all a repeal of the hated Industrial 

Relations Act. W ithin six months of its existence the Liaison Committee 

produced its first joint statement calling for the abolition of the Act and 

the formation of an independent conciliation and arbitration service 

made up of union and employer representatives as well as independents. 

The document also proposed an extension of the right of a worker tn 

belong to a union and enjoy legal protection against unfair dismisial, as 

well as shorter qualifying periods of employment for receiving minimum 

notice and longer periods of notice from employers. Trade unions were 

to be given the legal power to take employers before a new independent 

arbitration committee if they refused to provide union recognition when 

their workers requested it or refused to disclose company information 

for collective bargaining purposes. The Liaison Committee also called 

for a commitment to binding awards on employers over individual 

employment contracts. All these ideas came from the TUC.

But if Jones and other TUC leaders were ready to discuss a far-ranging 

programme of workplace and social reform on behalf of working people 

to be introduced by Labour when it came into government again, they 

were not prepared to countenance even a discussion with party leaders 

about having another incomes policy. ‘It would be disastrous if any wcrd 

went out from this meeting that we had been discussing prices and 

incomes policy', he told one Liaison Committee m e e t in g .S o  bruised 

and sensitive were the trade unions that any mention even of г 

voluntary policy was taboo', noted Barbara Castle. The furthest the 'ШС 

seemed prepared to go was to accept there was a need to keep prices 

down and establish a fairer economic climate to which the unions could 

be expected to respond positively. In  February 197!^ the Liaison 

Committee published a policy document on 'Economic Policy and the 

Cost of Living'. It said this involved a new approach, that invo lved 

securing a ‘strong feeling of mutual confidence which alone would make 

it possible to reach the wide-ranging agreement necessary to contto l 

inflation and achieve sustained growth in the standard of living'. Harold 

Wilson suggested that this ‘was widely interpreted as a vo lun tary  

agreement to accept restraint in pay demands as part of a wider socl?! 

agreement'.^' But Jones and the TUC did not really see it that way at all 

The 1973 Liaison Committee document was little more than a shoppmF 

list of TUC demands. It called for state control of food prices witl’
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5ubsitl'<-’s for essentials and public transport, 'a large scale' redistribution 

of wealth and income and a phasing out of social service charges. Pride 

of place went to a commitment to improve the position of the old age 

pensioners, a cause always dear to Jones's heart. But the highest priority 

for a rapid repeal of the hated Industrial Relations Act.

Despite his clear opposition to any suggestion of an incomes policy, 

Labour left-wingers like Tony Benn believed Jones had abandoned his 

left-wing beliefs by the summer of 1973. 'Far from being a left-wing 

radical he has settled down into a central position which could best be 

iescribed at the moment as the Healey stance', Tony Benn noted in his 

diary on 1 2  June.22 For his part, Jones criticised Bennism as 'airy fairy 

stuff' and urged Benn to make speeches about pensions and prices. 

'There is no doubt that Jack Jones has completely abandoned his serious 

left-wing position', Benn wrote in his diary on 26 September.^-^

He is quite crudely against the adoption of the socialist programme 

because he is for sticking to the bread and butter issues - pensions, 

food subsidies, repealing the Industrial Relations Act and so on. 1 think 

the incident in the summer of 1972 when the dockers broke into his 

office, threw an ashtray at him  and abused him  was a deep shock.

It was certainly true that the incident referred to by Benn had shaken 

lones. As Jones noted coolly in his memoirs:

It was clear that most [of the militantsl had little idea of the 

Jones/Aldington committee agreements (bringing an end to 

casualised dockwork] and some of the men at least began to realise 

the measure of our efforts. Others went out muttering abuse. 1 had 

spent over two hours in rough argument. It might not have been 

necessary if only more of the rank and file members had participated 

in union activities.^'*

By the autumn of 1973 the Liaison Committee was regarded by Labour 

leaders as an alternative rather than a complement to the party's 

increasingly left-wing national executive. The TUC was providing a badly 

needed policy balance for Wilson in the face of Benn and his supporters. 

However, the lack of any formal commitment to an incomes policy with 

TUC continued to trouble the party leaders in the run-up to the 

February 1974 general election. Shadow Chancellor Denis Healey did 

not want a pact or norm, but he certainly sought some sign from the 

that it would respond positively so as to ensure his economic
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growth Strategy could succeed. But a discussion held over the 

question at the 4 January 1974 Liaison Com m ittee proved inconclusive 

r u e  general secretary Len Murray made it clear to W ilson  and Healey 

that no TUC statement would be forthcom ing  that com m itted  

unions to an incomes policy. He argued that fix ing norm s m eant th.?t 

many workers would expect automatic wage rises, nor was it self-evident 

such a policy would improve the balance of payments. 'W e have said to 

this government time and again that if it w ould do  so and so, the TLlC 

would respond. God help us we cannot go beyond that.'^-'’ ' rhe greatest 

disservice the TUC could do to a Labour government was to pretend ii 

could deliver more than it could; the disillusion resulting from  failure 

would be far more dam ging than  the refusal to make impossibit- 

promises in the first place.' W ilson  concluded that w hat they nteded 

was 'more the creation of a m ood than  a compact'. 'W e were fooisyin^ 

weren’t we?', Murray recalled in  an interview on  the eve of his retirement 

in 1984. 'But what sort of campaign slogan is it to say-V ote Lahn.ir дпН 

have your pay frozen?'^^

Facing the crisis

In the months after Labour's narrow election victory in  February 1974 

Jones was the crucial and in fluential trade u n io n  figure in  the IU C  who 

sought to help W ilson ’s m inority  government through w hat were tht 

worst economic conditions faced by an incom ing  adm in istration  since 

the Second W orld War. He was to exercise a considerable im pact. It wa? 

Jones who insisted that M ichael Foot must be appoin ted as employment 

secretary instead of the right-wing Reg Prentice w ho  had held the 

shadow portfolio w hen Labour had been in  opposition . As John  Elliott 

Fimncial Times labour editor noted: 'The priorities in  Labour's 

programme, the rent freeze, repealing the Industrial Relations Act and 

raising pensions, are directly in  line w ith  M r Jones’s ow n persona' 

priorities.’^^ But Jones accepted that stage three of Edward Heath s 

incomes policy must last its full course in to  the summer of 1974. U was 

a recognition by h im  of political and eocnom ic realities. But the Ш С  

called for restraint and an 'orderly’ return to vo lun tary  co lle c tive  

bargaining in  the summer of 1974. 'Over the com ing  year n e g o tia io r i 

generally should recognise that the scope for real increases и' 

consum ption  are lim ited and a central negotia ting  objective in  thi'' 

period w ill be to ensure that real incom es are m a in ta ine d .’ *̂' Barbara 

Castle wrote in  her diary of the 'gargantuan efforts' made by Murray^ 

Jones and others to turn the Social Contract in to a constructive realitv



the 24 June 1974 Liaison Committee meeting Mrs Castle described 

[ones as 'brooding w ith his usual stern intensity', but also expressing his 

disapproval of 'exaggerated pay claims like [those of] the miners and 

engineers'. 'We are genuinely trying to make a contribution  to the 

reduction of tension', he told the meeting. But Jones was still opposed 

to any suggestion that the TUC m ight introduce pay m onitoring  

machinery at the end of the incomes policy. Instead he called for 

flexibility and insisted the government must judge each case for a wage 

increase on its merits.

However, two days later, at the TUC general council’s 26 June 

meeting, Jones threw his form idable weight behind the cause of 

voluntary wage restraint w ith an impassioned defence of the 

government’s record. He pointed out that Labour in  only a few m onths 

of office had 'already gone a long way in  carrying out their obligations’. 

It had frozen rent increases, started to deal w ith prices, subsidised m ilk 

ind bread and given a priority to old age pensions. The government had 

also abolished the Pay Board and repealed the Industrial Relations Act in 

close cooperation w ith the TUC. 'The aim  must be to keep the Labour 

government in office and when the election came to get them  returned 

with a majority’, explained J o n e s .H e  did want to see the government 

being consumed by un ion  claims for wage rises of 10, 15 or even 20 per 

cent in response to soaring liv ing costs. But the shopfloor m ood of 1974 

was not favourable to such calls for voluntary pay restraint, whether 

made by Jones or anybody else in  the trade un ion  movement. 'We were 

ainning loose. There was a feeling of liberation. People felt they had to 

make up for lost time but they knew it could not go o n ’, recalled 

Murray.'^ ’ But he did believe the TUC would have been able to restrain 

the shopfloor upsurge at that time if it had attempted to do so. 'Market 

forces were working in  favour of big pay deals. We would have simply 

been ignored by the shop stewards if we had tried to stop it.’

At the 1974 Congress J im  Callaghan, as Labour’s fraternal delegate, 

announced that the government's Social Contract w ith the TUC had 

become a 'means of achieving nothing less than the social and economic 

reconstruction of the country’.^^ Certainly the TUC could claim  that 

'^ince taking office the government had demonstrated their 

commitment to im p lem enting  the general approach of the social 

^^ontract’,'̂ 3 But Jones, for one, took the TUC’s obligations under the 

Social c:ontract seriously. He told an election meeting at Ipswich on 2 

l^ctober 1974 that this meant that trade unions would have to exercise 

''oluntary self-discipline' in ensuring that real incomes were maintained. 

I rec collective bargaining will avoid the anomalies, the frustrations and
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the unfair dictates of the Tory Pay Board which led to a decline iti the 

living standards of many workers', he added.- '̂* 'The main purpose of the 

social contract is to keep prices and costs down', he told an audience in 

Braintree. The Labour government in its first seven months had souf;ht 

to replace a free-for-all with a fair for all.-̂-'’ As Jones explained:

The TUC general council has acted as a general staff of the trade union 

movement, not as a dictator but rather as an adviser on the policies to 

be applied. 1 believe its advice will be heeded by the mass rnemher5hip 

... A major aspect of the social contract is to seek to develop and lestcrt? 

rest for collective bargaining but if deadlock or difficulty arises to гпякр 

available an alternative to the use of the strike weapon

But Jones was dismissive of the suggestion that he was a boss or a 

bogeyman. 'The fact is we have no authority or influence except that 

derived democratically from our members. It is simply not true that wf 

control the Labour party.'

In Motherwell in  October 1974 he to ld  his u n io n ’s s-on-isr 

conference:

The m ain objective in the fight against inflation should be to increase 

the value of the pay packet not necessarily the am ount ol paper in it 

... The TUC general council is a very different body from the old days 

and is genuinely seeking to act in the best interests of all trade 

unionists. I'he collective bargaining advice which has been offered is 

the considered view of a leadership no longer divorced from the 

membership. We hope our members will respect the advice ijivfn

But concern was growing at the spiralling level of wage c'auiis anil 

settlements as the winter m onths passed by. During the Tl.'C general 

council discussions on its own voluntary pay guidelines on Ncvem bei 20 

1974, Jones warned that he 'did not th ink  the general council tould 

afford the luxury of a major measure of disunity between the trade union 

m ovement and the government, especially since it had only recentiv 

been elected and care was needed to avoid a situation in which il coul̂  ̂

be brought down'.'^^ He told his colleagues that 'it was essential to 

competitive claims and have regard to TUC guidelines, as had been doo( 

in several recent settlements'. 'There would always be difficult situation' 

and the miners faced exceptional circumstances in their industry b»' 

unions should always be careful to explain why the LUC guideline' 

needed and should bring home the gravity of our very difficult situation
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jdcieti Jones. The TUC circular - Collective Bar^aiuitig titul the Social 

(joiitnict - set down voluntary guidelines for affiliate un ions which 

emphasised the need to ensure there would be no fall in living standards 

for their members. It accepted that 'the scope for real increases in 

consumption at present was lim ited and a central negotiating objective 

in the com ing period would therefore be to ensure that real incomes 

were m a in ta in e d '.'T h is  entails claim ing compensation for the rise in 

the cost of living since the last settlement, taking into account the fact 

that threshold agreements, where they apply, w ill already have given 

some compensation for current price increases.' The TUC also pointed 

out that there was no need for unions to seek to break the twelve-month 

interval between pay deals to anticipate and avoid a wage freeze or 

reimposition of statutory controls over collective bargaining was 

unnecessary because W ilson and other ministers had given specific 

assurances that there would be no such state intervention.

But Jones was not unaware of what was happening in  the pay round 

IS settlements began to surge ever upwards. Barbara Castle noticed his 

change of mood at the January 1975 Liaison Committee meeting. Jones, 

whom her Department of Employment officials had once seen as the 

'archetypal trade un ion  official who had in fact been arid and negative 

then', was becoming 'an almost gentle and certainly benign influence'. 

'I believe he is the greatest voice in  the trade un ion  movement today in 

favour of what I have always wanted to see - the trade un ion  movement 

being made s o c ia l is t .H e a le y  found support from the TUC in its 

concern over excessive wage settlements. Jones declared: 'We must 

disabuse the people of the idea that the government is trying to force 

the unions to go further. We must implement the guidelines and above 

all we must go forward together in  understanding and unity.' A lthough 

he disliked m uch of Healey's 1975 budget, Jones informed the TUC 

general council on April 23 that 'the im portant th ing  was to keep a 

labour government in  power and hope that they could produce a 

situation where the economic balance of the country could be changed 

a result of the production of North Sea oil supplies'."**’ He added that 

the TUC

should have another look at the social contract but the central issue 

remained that of m ainta in ing living standards w ith in  the context of 

free collective bargaining. Prices had been a weakness in his view and 

^ lot more could be done to check them at the shop level. But if the 

IUC wrote off the social contract on account of the budget they would 

in effect be writing off the Labour government.
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In early May Jones finally took the initiative in the face of wage-push 

in fla tion  by calling on the TUC to propose a voluntary flat rate pay 

policy for all and urged the government to impose a price freeze. liui jt 

was an uncertain and hard-pressed moment. 'Saw JJ as lone, valiant ana 

almost tragic symbol of the defenders of the social contract', noted 

C a s t le . 'W e  are anxious to help you.' 'If we are going to w in eve; 

working men and women we have got to explain a little more the nature 

of our policies. We must talk to workers in the language they 

understand. Civil servants can't draft speeches.' At the May meeting o' 

the TUC general council Jones argued passionately for his propo«;ed flat 

rate pay policy.

He thought the TUC should be prepared to seek agreement with tht 

CBI but should avoid a return to tripartite discussions. The weakness 

in the social contract had been the failure to control prices at shop 

level and this needed to be examined. If the TUC could reach 

agreement about wages they would be in a strong position to talk to 

the government about prices and also about pensions.

The crucial debate over the introduction of a flat rate £6 pay inctejst 

policy took place at the general council's June meeting where Jonts 

threw his support behind Len Murray. His contributiDn was a 

formidable intervention. As the TUC Minutes record, Jones laid out in 

stark terms the magnitude of the crisis facing the country. As he argued 

w ith his colleagues:

Because of high inflation, there was the threat of a withdrawal of funris 

from Britain by outside investors and resistance to the massive 

borrowing w hich was needed to m ain ta in  essential services. I hev 

could avoid the real arguments and say that they should go for 

socialist policies but that was not feasible because they were not m a 

position to do so. Unless trade unions assisted the government, thtrt 

was a strong probability of another general election and of the fa'l 

the government. There were people in the cabinet w ho w ould  be 

prepared to move towards a coalition government. If the TUC said 

that they would not cooperate in  finding a basis for a voluntary policy 

they were inviting the return of a government of the right. This could 

cause very severe damage to the Labour party and lead to 

possibility that Labour would not be in  power for generations- A 

statutory wages policy would be introduced, the aim of which would 

be not just to freeze wages but to secure massive reductions in
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wages. The answer the general council had to find in  the economic 

circumstances facing the Labour government was what was best for 

the working people of this country."*-^

Jones told his general council colleagues that the key to the problem was 

to reduce the rising level of unem ploym ent. 'Rising unem ploym ent - 

which was even worse than statutory wages policy - put enormous 

pressure on wages anyway’, he warned them . 'Prices were rising every 

week in the shops and ordinary people did not know where to turn and 

were beginn ing to doubt everybody.' The government was ready to 

ensure some measure of price stabilisation, but action would only be 

possible if the un ions responded w ith restraint and thus ensured that 

living standards could be m aintained. Jones insisted that he was not 

against wage differentials, but 'present circumstances called for 

exceptional solutions w ithout which they could be faced w ith a situation 

similar to 1931. In his view this called for un ity  in the movement on the 

principle of reasonable equality of sacrifice.'

A figure for pay, related to the achievement of the price target, would 

be set and un ions would be expected to settle on the basis of that 

figure in  the form of a flat-rate m oney increase to be universally 

appplied for twelve m onths at the end of w hich there would be 

restoration to normal free collective bargaining in  which differentials 

could be argued.

Jones said he believed a flat rate pay rate 'would enable unions to avoid 

accusations of letting each other down and leap frogging. O n  such a basis 

they would be able to insist that the CBI made sure that price levels came 

(lown. The minutes record that Jones

believed the gravity of the situation was known to their members and 

that they would respond. He did not th ink  they should consider 

figures at this stage but the principle whether they were prepared 

subject to assurances from the government and the CBI about a deter­

m ination to reduce price levels, to base their claims on the position 

next year rather than on the past. If there were arguments about 

special circumstances, arbitration m ight be used to look at such cases.

^ugh Scanlon, president of the Engineers' U n ion and ever the gloomy 

'̂'■‘slist, disagreed w ith Jones. He said that he did not believe the TUC 

or would deliver on pay restraint, and that there was no alternative
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to 'very unpleasant fiscal and political decisions'. Scanlon added: ‘It was 

more honest and straightforward to face up to that than  to commit 

themselves to policies they could not deliver because they were victims 

of their own differences and contradictions and more important w-etc 

the servants of those they represented and who determined the pullcies 

they had to operate.'

But Jones's words were echoed by those of Murray. He made it clear 

that the TUC 'could not allow even their very intimate relationship with 

the government to lead them into the sort of impossible position which 

had been created in 1947-51 by too ready an acceptance of governmEt\t 

influence'. But he added that the TUC economic committee had worked 

on the assumption that the general council wanted to keep a Lahour 

government in office. Murray com plained that some 'trade u n i o n i s T i  

said they wanted socialist policies to operate', but were 'acting and 

speaking in ways which would not help to keep a Labour government iTi 

power'. The TUC general secretary put his shrewd finger on the real issut 

'Some ministers had grave doubts about the credibility of the I'UC and 

its ability to deliver its side of an agreement.' This was the crux of the 

position - whether the general council considered there was anything 

they could offer to the government which would be acceptable (o the 

government and which would not lead to failure and totally discredit 

the TUC. 'The un ions wanted to protect liv ing standards and 

employment', said Murray, but there was 'no simple solution’. 'It was a 

matter of finding the least dangerous solution in a dangerous situation.’ 

Going for wage rises of 30 per cent or more was one option, with the 

spreading belief that this was becoming the going rate. But this would 

lead to ever higher prices and unem ploym ent. Then they could persisi 

w ith the guidelines, w ith percentage increases based on cost of living 

increases, but the basic defect of this was that it led to com parab ility  

claims, and this would also lead to ever rising settlements. Alternative ly , 

the TUC could simply leave it to the government and 'wash their hands 

of the whole business'. As Murray argued:

if that happened he did not believe the present PM and most ot 

colleagues would introduce a statutory policy involving 

sanctions on unions. W hat was more likely would be massive cuti 

public expenditure and letting unem ploym ent float upwards - not 

as had been emphasised to ministers, that that would solve 

problem anyway.



jvlurray called for a package around a flat rate increase linked to a price 

targc't w ith subsidies and measures to prevent unemployment.

The TUC had failed to establish in the m inds of the membership the 

connection between their own actions and the overall policy of 

Congress but he believed that trade unionists recognised the reality 

of the situation - that it was fatal to proceed on the basis of 30 per 

cent plus wage increases. The unions and the members were looking 

for a lead from the general council and he believed what was now 

emerging provided a basis for that lead. If the TUC was to be attacked, 

it should be for trying to w in support for a feasible policy not for 

backing away and saying to the government they washed their hands 

of the whole matter.

The compelling arguments by Jones and Murray carried the day by 

twenty-one votes to only six against.

Murray for one was in  no doubt that Jones was crucial for the 

introduction of the £6 flat rate pay policy. 'Anybody w ith up to two 

million votes in the l UC is a force to be reckoned with', he said. 'If he 

wanted those hands up around the general council table then that was 

it.' Murray did not defend all the practices that ensured Jones's success, 

but he commended his 'intellect, drive, persistence, stickability'."*^ 

Jones again showed his mettle at his own union 's 1975 biennial 

conference in arguing the case for the flat rate pay policy. The verbatim 

account of his speech, locked away in the head office archives, conveys 

the high emotions of that occasion. His was a simple but highly effective 

appeal for un ity  w ith a Labour government facing desperate economic 

problems. 'There is no other way’, he told them  to loud applause from 

the delegates. 'We simply must help to keep this Labour government in 

office and stand by it during this terrible economic crisis.' Jones spelt 

out the nature of what this meant:

I he simple issue is that this country is in  a very bad state; it needs to 

borrow heavily from abroad to m aintain the essential services we need 

to have. Inflation increases our problem and, if it cannot be contained, 

tile cost of borrowing from abroad will be increased and our public 

services curtailed and prices continue to rise. It would mean massive 

'̂uts in public expenditure - and that leads to massive unemployment.

course, wages are not the m ain cause of inflation, as so m any 

1̂̂‘legates have said in the course of this debate. One of the principal 

causes was, indeed the oil crisis, but wages do react to higher prices
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and feed inflation. We expect the government to act to restrict ttie 

growth of unem ploym ent. We, in turn, must make our contribution 

For a time it means moderating wage claims and moderatmg wage 

settlements. We have done this in part but not enougii. The 

government, particularly in the field of price control, has done a greai 

deal but not enough. We both need to tighten up. If we act togethei 

we can w in through. That is the meaning of the social contract. We 

have to make it not just a workers charter but a housewives charter. 

Getting prices down and increasing the value of the pound in the щ  

packet was and is a major objective of the social contract. W p simp'v 

have to break the vicious circle of increasing prices.

'We know you cannot have free collective bargaining in a situation & 

massive unemployment', he explained. Jones said that it wa<; true lha* 

the Social Contract was never just about wages. He pointed to the rrany 

changes the government had made to help workers and the union-., such 

as the extension of public ownership to the aircraft and shipbuilding 

industries, as well as British Leyland; the repeal of the hated Industridl 

Relations Act and the arrival of employment protection legislation with 

un ion  recognition provisions, as well as an increase in the social wage by 

a third to average workers, and the introduction of food subsidies. Вш 

Jones also argued that the unions needed to act on pay in order to ensurt 

that the Labour government survived un til the oil revenues he(?an to 

flow in from the North Sea. W ith  only an overall Com m ons majonry of 

one, the government was going to find it difficult to hang on. But Junes 

told the TGWU conference that if the un ions launched an nffensivi 

against the government by rejecting pay restraint, it would not t ппя a 

shift to the left but 'strengthen reaction'.

It would mean years of misery and a real decline in living standaidb 

Capitalism, friends, is not the issue today. There will be a lot of general 

elections yet before you can finally determine that capitalism 

abolished. The executive firm ly believed however that a progfessivf 

distribution of wealth and power is more likely to be brought about 

under a voluntary social contract w ith a Labour government thar 

under statutory wage control imposed by a Tory government or some 

sort of coalition. W hich  do we choose? W hich  side are wp n n '

1 . <1
Jones insisted that his views on pay had not changed fundnrnent'iliv 

do not believe in wage restraint as a normal policy', he said
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Neither do I believe in controlled bargaining. We all want to get back 

to the normal and effective function ing of the trade unions and that 

is the in ten tion  of the social contract. 1 do believe, however in a 

Labour government and we would be fools or pygmies to let this 

government collapse. In all history there have been times to advance 

and times to stand still, even to retreat a little in order to advance later 

on. That time is now. The dangers are very great indeed. The circum­

stances, inc lud ing  the betrayal of 1931 could happen again. Do we 

want it to happen? The MacDonalds, the Snowdens, the Jim m y 

I'homas's are lurking around. Their names do not have to be spelt out. 

Some of them , including a few in  very high places, are ready to stick 

a dagger in to the heart of the Labour government. Shall we leave the 

field to them  or shall we keep Labour in  office? Shall we help the 

Labour government in crisis and sustain it until the oil flows in  from 

the North Sea and our economy and trade improves?

Jones pointed out that the economists believed the UK would prosper 

in the 1980s and that was what the trade un ions should recognise, to 

ensure that Labour was still in office so that the wealth would flow to the 

people and not to a few millionaires. 'Bring down the Labour 

government now and 1 tell you that we sacrifice the prospect of another 

Labour government for generations. The coalitionists would jum p in - 

and make no mistake - would use every means, inc lud ing so-called 

electoral reform to prevent Labour ever returning to power. It is on the 

cards.'

Jones argued that the £6 flat rate pay policy was a means to ensure 

that the living standards of the low paid were m aintained, w ith high- 

income earners making over £8,500 a year expected to have no rise at all 

'  and even a reduction to set an example to the rest.

We believe that this approach is one that can succeed. It w ill be seen 

to be socially just and morally right and it can be applied effectively. 

This is not a question of trying to replace a trade un ion board to control 

Workers. It means trying to ensure that we return to free collective 

’̂argaining as soon as the country is effective and strong again.

his final peroration Jones spelt out what was at stake. As he explained 

*0 the delegates:

I hink seriously about what is the best course for the working class as 

3 whole. To stand for unity between the trade un ion movement and
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the Labour government or separate ourselves, weaken ourselves, divide 

our forces and allow this m ovement to be cast asunder. I cannot 

believe that our conference w ill allow that to happen. The snrlai 

contract represents a great aim , a great dream, a great ambition - in 

some part suspended by a temporary setback caused by wotid events 

In this period of set-back our stand must be equality of sacrifice not 

destruction of the Labour government.

He concluded:

1 do not question the honesty of purpose of any delegate in this room 

But we must make our decisions in  terms of that which will help the 

majority of workers and people of this country. We are in an hour of 

crisis, we have got to ride the storm, and in due time sail into mnre 

peaceful and prosperous waters. Until we do, our platform must 

remain - each for all and all for each. On that platform we will win a 

better future for the people that we represent.

But it was not easy for Jones to secure unity on the TUC general council. 

His flat rate pay strategy only secured 19 votes in favour to 1!̂  against af 

its special 9 July meeting to endorse it. Jones again spoke forcefully in 

support. He told his colleagues that the decision they faced 'was one ot 

the most difficult' in the general council's history. 'Incomes pclicies and 

controlled wages are repugnant to us and emphasis has been laid in ihe 

discussions on preventing the inclusion of sanctions on worker,': and 

trade un ions’, he said.

The fact is that the country is facing a major economic collapse ^nd 

there is no doubt about the threat of intervention from the IMF. The 

Labour government is weak in terms of parliamentary influence but 

has to act; if they do not they will be out of office. If the 1UC doe.' 

not give assistance there would be a division in the cabinet and in Ibe 

party and m any of the measures the movement wanted to scf 

achieved would be lost. The question is how far the TUC сзп 

cooperate in this setting w ithout having legal sanctions or a freeze - 

w hich would happen if the government fell and was replaced by з 

Conservative government ... If the TUC was to preserve its role of 

collective leadership, notw ithstanding the strains that would be 

upon it, the general council should give their m ax im um  support 

the government and endorse the document that was before them
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to do so would defeat the interests of the government and the trade 

union movement.'*^

gut a formidable array of un ion  leaders were lined up to oppose h im  - 

Scan lon; Ken Gill, the tough Com m unist general secretary of TASS, the 

technicians' section of the Engineers; Clive Jenkins, the gadfly leader of 

ASlMS, the white-collar un ion ; Alan Fisher, NUPE's never-satisfied 

general secretary, and Geoffrey Drain from  the white-collar local 

government un ion , NALGO. 'Sometimes 1 despair but no  one who 

attends these liaison meetings can be in  any doubt how far Jack and Len 

have gone or that Hughie and people like Alf Allen who voted against 

the policy on technical points, are w illing to be silent co-operators in  it', 

reflected Barbara Castle in  her diary on 21 July 1975.'*^ 'Ted Heath would 

envy us the collaboration we have achieved.' But w ithout Jones's 

formidable role in  the events of that summer, it seems unlikely that the 

TUC would have been able to endorse any pay policy.

Rise and fall of pay restraint

Over the next twelve m onths Jones fought hard to ensure pay restraint 

was a success w ith his 'Cromwellian New Model Army authority'.'*^ But 

it was never going to be easy. The minutes of the TUC general council 

do not reveal a picture of complacent and arrogant un ion  leaders, but 

rather bewildered, concerned and uncertain men and women facing the 

real prospect of hyper-inflation. Jones - by his firm defence of pay 

restraint - also found himself the target of vicious attacks from the 

Communist Party and in  particular from Bert Ramelson, its industrial 

organiser. In two highly influential pamphlets published by the Liaison 

Committee for the defence of trade unions, Ramelson dubbed the Social 

Contract the 'social con trick', and denounced un ion  leaders for 

betraying free collective bargaining and their com m itm ent to the so- 

called Alternative Economic Strategy based on  im port controls, 

nationalisation of industry and the creation of an autarchic economy. 

Jones publicly warned Ramelson on one occasion to keep out of his 

Union. But such Com m unist influence am ong un ion  activists, not least 

in the TGWU, was to grow stronger w ith the passing months.

By the end of 1975 the TUC's direct influence on the government was 

niuch less than it had been and members of the general council began 

question its economic strategy as unem ploym ent continued to climb, 

the December general council meeting, Murray warned that the TUC 

niust avoid becom ing mere apologists for the Labour government or
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trying to defend the indefensible. Neither would the general council 

want to appear as professional critics of the government."*^ In the early 

m onths of 1976 the TUC pressed the government for action to stop 

rising unemployment while emphasising that it did not want to abandon 

the achievements of the previous 18 m onths. Jones told the January 

general council meeting that the TUC had pressed Chancellor Healey for 

selective import controls, assistance to the construction industry, state 

assistance for training, higher pensions w ith a £6 a week increafe and 

further help for the unemployed. Scanlon warned that 'continued 

support of the trade un ion  movement would be jeopardised unleis tht 

TUC's measures were adop ted .H ow ever , Barbara Castle recorded th^t 

the February 1976 Liaison Committee meeting revealed that

the un ion  attack was far more muted than the ragings of the Tribune 

group m ight have led one to expect. There is no doubt they art 

worried m en and angry at not having been consulted beforehand 

about the cuts ... But they have no patience w ith irresponMblp talk 

about bringing the government down.-^’

Murray said they would accept responsibility for the things on which 

they had agreed. But Jones warned: 'We hope you will reconsider an end 

of food subsidies. If you im ply this is a change of strategy or philosophy 

on the lines of Margaret Thatcher we are finished ... there are some 

things this party must defend or we go down eventually.' Scanlon added 

that 'if the budget doesn't ensure that industry does get the m v e s tm e n t  

[it needs), you are going to make our position almost impossible'.

But a few days later Jones urged the TUC general council to

take account of the tremendous progress that had been made <jnd 

recognise the movement's enormous indebtedness to the government 

... if the Tories had been in  power there would now  be 2m 

unemployed. Means of government intervention in  industry had been 

established which had resulted in the saving of various companies and 

acquisition of substantial state control. Legislation such as the 

Em ployment Protection Act w ith  all its advantages to trade unions 

was now  on the statute book. These achievements were an пН?'

part of the social contract.^^

By that stage protracted negotiations were underway between the I 

and the government for a second year of incomes polic)', w ith tbf 

Treasury keen to ensure a more flexible approach linking tax cuts to Ip"’'"
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pay increases. At the April TUC general council meeting Jones said that 

lie did not th ink  un ion  members would want them  to act in  a way that 

would force the government to w ithdraw its tax adjustments, even 

though they were looking for a floor below which wage increases would 

not fall for the low paid.^^ Jones told his colleagues, at the special TUC 

general council meeting in May to endorse the new policy, that the 

negotiators had been 'working against the constraint of the falling pound 

and there had been a considerable degree of discussion to reach the 

proposed agreement'. Higher figures in  terms of the pay policy had been 

pressed but that would have led to a substantial reduction in  the am ount 

of the tax concessions and they had wanted to avoid that. The price code 

would be retained in spite of opposition from the CBI, and there were 

some lim ited concessions on public spending. 'In  general the 

government accepted that the trade u n io n  contribution  would 

eventually lead to a halving of the inflation rate.' He pointed out that 

those workers earning £50 or less a week would get £2.50, and those on 

£60 a week would get a full 5 per cent increase in  earnings, w ith a £4 lim it 

for all those earning more than £80 a week. It was im portant to keep in 

mind that the position of the pound was a continual constraint, and he 

hoped that there would be no further pressure from the trade un ion  

movement should the agreement be accepted, since the situation would 

continue to be highly sensitive. At a later stage it would be necessary to 

go more deeply in to the question of future policy. But at this stage he 

recommended acceptance of the present proposals as the best that could 

possibly be obtained while keeping full conditional tax concessions. 'I 

felt terribly dissatisfied because I knew the figures were inadequate', Jones 

admitted in  his memoirs. 'But in the end I felt we should not take the 

risk of a catastrophic run on the pound and a general election.

W ind ing  up the debate, Murray warned that unless the general 

council backed stage two by a large majority the government could be 

forced from office. 'O f course there could be a price too h igh for the trade 

union movement to pay for a Labour government', he added. 'But this 

'vas an honourable agreement and one they must ensure was honoured. 

The bargaining had shown the government that they could not take the 

ru c  for granted.’ Murray accepted that the government's economic 

policies were too orthodox and said that the TUC would continue to 

®rgue for their objectives. But the general council endorsed the second 

year of wage restraint by twenty-five votes to only five against.

I^ut it was already apparent that the TUC would not be able to persist 

'''ith pay restraint beyond the summer of 1977. Jones told the general 

^^ouncil at its 23 June 1976 meeting:
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At the end of the policy which had been approved by Congress last 

week there should be an orderly return to free collective barRain/ng 

which would necessitate a degree of planning. The Chancellor had 

welcomed that po int of view in parliament and that was the position 

that would be held. It was known there were strains in indu^trv tha* 

had to be dealt w ith - problems of productivity and efficiency - hut j; 

would be wrong to go in to that kind of detail in a document d p a l i n c  

with major social objectives.-^-^

The restraints of the pay policy did not mean an end to Jones's wiUer 

trade un ion  am bitions. He remained a firm industrial democrat. In a 

lecture at Birkbeck College, London University, on 2 December 1975, he 

talked of a 'new civilisation' that would require that all involved in 

acceptance of decisions in industry should be given the opportunity to 

take part in the determ ination of policy. Jones argued thar the u n i n n s  

and Labour wanted a 'fundamental change in property relationship:, and 

in the derivation of authority'. He held his own un ion up as the ev.imrl»»

In m any places of work a healthy respect for each other betvvteii 

un ion  and m an led to both an expansion of collective bargaining to 

all areas of policy and a much clearer understanding of the mterde 

pendence of all involved in industry - public or private. 1 his is no 

phoney paternalism nor is it a reflection of managerial weakne«<

Jones was a forceful member of the Bullock Com m ittee on mdustiMi 

democracy, established by the government in  1976 to examme the 

rUC's proposals to empower trade un ion  activists in private company 

decision-making. He believed that a new law was needed that would 

provide them  with statutory rights to practise industrial democrac\'. The 

majority of the committee backed a complex formula called '2x plus y', 

made up of equal numbers of managers and un ion  representatives and 

a few independents to ho ld  the balance on unitary com pany b o a r d s  

Although it failed to w in widespread union support and aroused ho<;tilit> 

among most employers, Jones remained convinced that this would have 

been a sensible way forward in the transformation of industrial relations 

His high-profile role in the runn ing of the Social Contract made JonfS 

almost a household name. In January 1977 a Gallup survey disiovere'i 

53 per cent of people polled believed that he wielded more power and 

influence in the country compared w ith only 25 per cent for the Labour 

prime minister. But in  that same m on th  he wrote an article n hi'



union's journal that revealed his own different perception of his role as 

general secretary. As he explained to the members:

1 here is a constant need to be on guard against the un ion  becoming 

bureaucratic and soulless and thus losing the confidence of the 

members. Anyone attempting to exercise dictatorial powers endangers 

the very spirit of trade un ion ism  and indeed workers may require 

protection against officials w ho become too dictatorial. A general 

secretary, in my op in ion , must be a guide and a teacher, helping to 

make policy but never seeking to become the master of the members. 

He must be the servant of the members in the collective sense whilst 

preserving the right to put an op inion and to offer guidance. The trade 

union leader worth his salt must, from the beginning, forget about his 

own importance and avoid pomposities at all cost. In our thinking, 

above all, we need to make members trade un ion  conscious and seek 

to inspire a feeling that the union belongs to the members and that it 

is their own instrument.''^

But it was also at that very m om ent that Jones was becoming painfully 

aware that he would find it almost impossible to convince his un ion  

activists of the need for any more negotiated pay arrangements between 

the r u e  and the government for a third round. On  the other hand, he 

accepted that the immediate economic outlook remained perilous. He 

tried to explain this to his general executive council.

High unem ploym ent, rising costs, low investment, a balance of 

payments deficit - these factors don 't vanish at the return of ‘free 

collective bargaining’. To lead our members in to a situation which 

resulted in more closures, more redundancies and even worse inflation 

would discredit trade union ism  and underm ine our credibility. In the 

orderly return to collective bargaining we must not do it in a fashion 

which will split the movement and weaken our efforts to defend, in 

particular, the low paid and the pensioners.

He went on to warn his executive council;

It is an illusion to th ink  that by a sudden change of policy we can get 

big incomes in real wages for the majority of our members. Any union 

negotiator knows of the harm done by encouraging false expectations 

The real economic facts of life which are providing a rise in  living 

standards are not going to disappear before any words of rhetoric ..
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This country is living on borrowed time and borrowed mcntv ana im 

one should forget it. The Public Sector Borrowing Requirement atni 

the loans negotiated to cover our current deficits and sterling baldnce-, 

are necessary - but they are a costly and inflationary pressuro on o\i[ 

productive resources. Everything possible must be done to reduce 

those debts and the associated high rates of interest as quickly as 

possible. I'his means we must have regard to the value of the pound 

All of this strategy depends upon our ability to pay our way with 

competitive goods and services so our wages policies to reduce 

unemployment and increase productive capacity should be geatpti to 

these requirements.

At that stage Jones may have hoped he could gain enough flexibility to 

at least ensure the TUC could adopt a 'responsible' attitude to pay. He 

acknowledged that there would have to adjustments to deal with 

anomalies and differentials and the linking of output bonuses and other 

incentive schemes, as well as protection for the most vulnerable work?r>. 

Jones was concerned above all that the orderly return must 'mamtain 

the essential solidarity of trade union purpose'. He then laid dcwn bic 

position to his executive council.

The big question is can we effect a return in a manner that will 

strengthen the trade union movement, not weaken it? Voluntar> 

collective bargaining is both necessary to our movement emd essential 

to the health of industry but it never has been 'free' in the senst that 

we can do what the hell we like, regardless of the effects on our basic 

ability to protect our members. Any sudden uncontrolled move to 

normal bargaining would expel large groups of union mLinbers to 

defeat in terms of wages and conditions and weaken every union m 

the country.

But at the Scottish TUC in Rothesay in April, Jones was turned over Oy 

his own union delegates when they refused to abstain and voted for« 

belligerent motion from the miners, calling for an end to any mere wapt 

restraint. It was a harbinger of things to come. The 1977 TGWU biennidi 

conference turned out to be Jones's nemesis. Indeed, it signalled the 

beginning of the end for Labour's Social Contract with the IL'C 

Anybody present on that memorable day in Douglas, the Isle of Man 

cannot but have been moved by his brave but ultimately doomEO 

attempt to hold back the tide of organised opposition coming i r o n i c a l l v  

from those very shop steward delegates whose freedoms he
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championed all his trade union life. Afterwards Jones confessed that his 

lieroic task had been impossible, 'like trying to make a river flow up 

However, the verbatim account of what he said that day deserves 

to be remembered. It was perhaps Jones's most impressive and poignant 

speech as TGWU general secretary and highly prophetic with his 

pessimistic fears for the future of the unions. He was not arguing, 

whatever many delegates may have believed, for a phase three of a 

nationally imposed pay policy.

All we are saying to conference is; do not let us throw the baby out 

with the bath water and destroy the unity between the trade union 

movement and the government. We still can work together and if we 

disagree occasionally we can close ranks to remove the real injustices 

in our society.®'

Jones argued that negotiations between the TUC and the government 

were still essential to improve real incomes and reduce the wage differ­

entials between rich and poor. These problems could not be solved 

through collective bargaining. He urged delegates to recognise the need 

for priorities in pay negotiations and a cut in the working week.

The cry - and it has been made recently - every man for himself goes 

out when the ship is sinking. 1 say that we should not allow the ship 

to sink. Our policy is to keep it afloat and not to allow it to go down. 

Surely it is right to remind ourselves, to have regard to the social and 

economic consequences of whatever we do, we should be determined 

to maintain a Labour government, warts and all, and certainly no 

action of ours should bring about the fall of that government.

Jones warned that calls for unfettered wage bargaining would increase 

the danger of bringing the government down. He was unapologetic for 

what had happened over the previous two years. As he explained to the 

delegates:

Whatever our critics say, it was absolutely right to provide for flat rate 

increases at the time of the biggest economic crisis which has faced 

this country since the 1930s. This was not just another pay policy. It 

was a reaction to circumstances over which the government had no 

control. When we experienced real crises in the past - for example in 

time of war - we have accepted rationing. The trade union reaction 

on this occasion in the depth of this severe economic crisis was to
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decide to ration wages and any rationing must be on an egalitarian 

basis. We tried by collective decision and collective goodwill to act 

together on pay and we succeeded part of the way. If we did not 

succeed all the way, no one should blame us for trying.

Jones believed that the unions would have to 'exercise some collective 

responsibility' towards their fellow members. ' To ignore their interests is 

not trade unionism and to smash down the 12 months real settlements 

under phase two will only increase conflict. It can create industrial ch^os 

and cause dissension in our ranks.' Douglas was the scene of Jones's first 

and last defeat at the hands of his union. But it was full of a sad irony. 

I he shop stewards from the docks, the car industry and road haulage, 

whom he had encouraged and championed all his life, had rejected hiin 

At their 13 July 1977 meeting, a few days later, Callaghan was left in 

no doubt by the TUC that it could not and would not deliver a third ypar 

of wage restraint. All the government could hope for was an 'nrdetly 

return to collective bargaining' based on a commitment to a twelvf- 

month interval between pay deals. Healey explained: 'The unions have 

too much responsibility and too little power with their member*-."’' Rut 

Callaghan was not completely disheartened by what he had heard frnm 

union leaders. He believed that the government 'could count on undti- 

standing for its policy' from the TUC, if not 'positive agreement'. Just so 

long as the government showed itself to be 'sensitive to trade unions 

attempts to remove the distortions that pay policy had brought about'.

In fact, as long as he remained TGWU general secretary, Jones refused 

to pursue 'unfettered' collective bargaining. On the contrary, he held 

firm to the TUC line on the need for the twelve-month interval between 

wage settlements. As he told his executive council in September 1977;

W ith a return to voluntary collective bargaining a great responsibilit)' 

falls upon our officers and shop stewards. The union's standing and 

reputation will be related to their efforts. My appeal to them is to 

prepare the submission of claims with care and detail and eiisurt 

maximum consultation with the membership in the process, 

more than ever we must act in such a way as to demonstrate a full 

sense of responsibility and encouraging the membership to take a 

greater part in branch and works meetings is very much part ot ih'S 

We are not a 'business union', we are essentially a 'member’s unifr* 

and it is necessary to listen closely to what the members have to sav 

This approach breeds confidence and as it grows increasing nurnbef- 

of non-unionists are attracted to our ranks and the union move"



forward ever stronger. An enlightened, participating membership is 

the safeguard of our union's decency and the guarantee of progress.

I'he role of the industrial department of the Communist Party inside the 

trade unions during the period of the Social Contract cannot be ignored 

in any assessment of its rise and fall. 'We have more influence now on 

the Labour movement than at any time in the life of our party', Bert 

Ramelson, its industrial organiser, claimed in December 1973.®'* 'We can 

float an idea early in the year and it can become official Labour policy 

by the autumn. A few years ago we were on our own but not anymore.' 

The permeation of the cadres of full-time trade union officials and shop 

stewards by Communist strategy was important in ensuring a strong, 

broad left. 'Where the struggle is, there are where Communists are', said 

Ken Gill, general secretary of the TASS section of the Engineering union. 

He was elected to the TUC general council in September 1974 where he 

stayed until his retirement in 1990. A tough and able Communist, Gill 

provided leadership to the broad left group organised on the general 

council. They used to meet regularly in the head offices of the ACCT cin­

ematograph union in Soho Square, London, before TUC general council 

monthly meetings to plan their strategy and decide how they should 

vote on key issues on the TUC agenda. Gill recalls that this brought some 

order and discipline to the broad left, who may have remained small in 

number but punched above their number by giving a sense of direction 

to the general council. Ramelson was a close friend of Gill and although 

he did not attend those broad left meetings he was certainly a key 

influence on their deliberations. Certainly TUC leaders believed that the 

Communist Party's industrial activities had been very important in the 

collapse of the Social Contract. They argued it was less a genuine revolt 

by rank and file members and more an uprising by the shop stewards 

under broad left influence.

Len Murray is scornful of those who believed the TUC exercised great 

power and influence during the period of the Social Contract. 'It is sheer 

myth', he asserted. 'I believe the Confederation of British Industry got 

more out of the Labour government than we did. We made very little 

irnpact on its economic policy and we achieved no industrial 

<Jemocracy.' Nor in retrospect was he grateful for the repeal of the 

Industrial Relations Act.

It died the death outside the gates of Pentonville prison before Labour 

came to power. Most of what we got in industrial relations law was to 

help non-unionists and not unions. It is true we got union
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recognition provisions but this was dust and ashes, useless, ind?pf< 

dangerous to us.®-'’

John Monks, future TUC general secretary, also agreed that the gains 

made by the unions during the Social Contract period were more modest 

than many recognised. 'Only in two areas - unfair dismissal and the 

maternity provisions - was really new ground broken and employers 

generally pressed to make advances in the interests of their employeps'. 

he argued.^®

Fhere are those who argue that the Labour governments of tlie 19/o^ 

called on the TUC to take on responsibilities it lacked the power or 

authority to shoulder. The Social Contract was in practice a much more 

modest arrangement than many realised, but much of its rhetoric leh 

many with the mistaken impression that the TUC was somehow equal 

to the government in the running of the country. In fact, the I'UC' did 

not establish any greater collective strength during those years over its 

affiliate member unions than it had done before. Professor William 

Brown is highly critical of the damaging legacy left by the mvth of thp 

Social Contract.

Unions are reactive, bargaining organisations, ill-prepared for wmm^j 

the agenda for government ... In attempting to placate, for tactical 

economic reasons a largely unprepared trade union movement, the 

government did the movement lasting damage. It perpetuated the 

myth of the centrality of trade unions to the British inflationary 

process ... but as the CBl itself was aware, a fragmented bargaining 

structure was a major contributor. By placing unions so centrally on 

the political stage, it prepared the way for the dev'astating 

Conservative reaction.

However, it is also possible to see the Social Contract as a lost 

opportunity in establishing a consensual approach to public policy 

making similar to that adopted by other and more successful European 

social market economies in the 1970s. Jack Jones was probably the most 

far-sighted and imaginative of post-war trade union leaders. Certainly 

he held a romantic view of shop stewards and his faith in workplate 

bargaining tended to heighten the acquisitive and competiliv'^ 

sectionalism between work groups that did so much damage to 

industrial relations. But during the 1970s - through the TUC - he 

also developing a coherent and progressive strategy that was p r a c t ic a l  

and credible in its attempt to modernise collective bargaining and
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prepare the means for achieving a more efficient and competitive 

economy, but one also based on social justice. Jones set the pace inside 

the ru e  for radical change. His tragedy was that he was unable to take 

liis shop stewards with him. Instead, he became the victim of the con­

tradictions that lay at the heart of his philosophy of democratic 

workplace trade unionism.
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7
Into the Wilderness: 

The TUC under Len Murray and 

Norman Willis, 1978-1993

The TUC w ill find  its way to influence - just like a stream when 

blocked finds a new channel.

Len M urijy '^

It will be said of us here that we d id  our best, and if we do it toRethci 

it will be said we d id  our best and it was good enough.

Norman Willie^

Len Murray was elected TUC general secretary in September 1973 at a 

time when the organisation appeared to be at the height of its natlona’ 

influence. On the eve of his election he was clear about what he intended 

to do. '1 want trade un ion  activists to realise the TUC's potential', he 

explained. 'We must be the generaliser of good labour practices - the 

pusher out and puller in of ideas and information. The TUC is not just 

a platform of people who meet once a year by the seaside nor is it merely 

a nam e at the top of official headed notepaper.'^ His self-proc'aimef' 

objective was to 'give everybody a share in the action’.

Murray was born on  2 August 1922, the son of a Shropshire taiir 

labourer. His Border country burr remained one of his most recognis^^’ l̂  

features. After leaving the local grammar school he spent a year readinS 

English literature at London University before leaving in disgu'^t Ьегач'-'
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of the degree's concentration on Anglo-Saxon. This was followed by an 

unhappy period as a school-teacher who could not keep order in the 

classroom. Murray served w ith the Shropshire regiment in the Second 

World War. A lieutenant, he took part in the Normandy landings in June 

1944. He was struck down in action. For a short tim e afterwards he 

worked as an assistant store-keeper in W olverham pton when he also 

joined the C om m un is t Party for a short spell or what he called a 

‘relatively brief flirtation', leaving because he disliked its disciplines. But 

he never regretted it. ' The Com m unists taught me the im portance of 

effective organisation, hard work and dedication to a cause', he 

reflected."* Murray went back to university, to New College, Oxford, 

where he graduated w ith a second class degree in politics, philosophy 

and economics after only  two years of study. This was followed by a 

training course w ith Reeces, the Liverpool catering firm. It was then that 

he applied for a post in the TUC's econom ic department. At his job 

interview Murray impressed general secretary George Woodcock by his 

cynical but realistic observation that trade unions bargained best where 

an employer enjoyed a m onopoly so that wage increases could be passed 

on in price rises. By 1956 he was head of the TUC economic department 

and he stayed in  that position until becoming Vic Feather's deputy in 

April 1969.

In his first five and a ha lf years as TUC general secretary Murray often 

seemed to be little more than the self-effacing, earnest custodian of the 

general council's collective decisions. A lthough quietly sceptical of the 

more ambitious objectives of the Social Contract and worried that the 

TUC m ight be asked to shoulder too m any responsibilities, he was 

nevertheless an articulate and effective voice for Congress House in the 

outside world. His quiet, studied calm suggested that he was a man who 

could absorb the intolerable pressures imposed by the crises of the 1970s. 

But Murray was faced w ith  an increasingly hostile public op in ion , 

convinced that trade unions had become over-powerful and arrogant. 

This ensured an understandably wary outlook to a bleak outside world, 

which wrongly saw the Social Contract as an undemocratic attempt to 

provide the trade unions w ith a stranglehold over government and the 

economy.

Murray had to perform a variety of bewildering roles as TUC general 

secretary. He was the grave industrial statesman arguing w ith 

government for TUC policies. He was the publicist for the trade unions 

in the media. He was the conciliator seeking to prevent or lim it inter- 

union rivalries and conflict. He was on occasions the bargainer trying to 

resolve tricky disputes. He was the apparatchik sm oothing  out the
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wrinkles on a divided general council. Murray's crowded diary took h im 

from dinners at 10 Dow ning Street w ith the prime minister and 

chancellor, to trades council gatherings in  draughty halls in the 

industrial north. H igh office did not make Murray either pompous or 

vain. Unlike m any trade un ion  leaders he was not over-impressed by the 

seductions of public life. He was made a privy councillor in April 1 9 7 ;̂ 

- the least controversial of Sir Harold W ilson's resignation honours list 

O n  his retirement he accepted a peerage and took the Labour whip in 

the House of Lords.

Murray sought to make the TUC a more open, relaxed organisation 

less h idebound  by convention and rules but still respectful of th t 

procedures of yesteryear. He made no attempt to surround himself with 

cronies from the general council. Murray walked w ith e\'eryone but 

consequently he was very much alone. Perhaps in the beginning he wa^ 

too pa in fu lly  aware o f the lim itations of his office. The TUC general 

secretary - even at the height of trade un ion  influence - never had any 

big battalions at his instant com m and. He had to cajole and persuade 

through logic, w isdom, com m on sense. Murray was very much a 

consensus man, who always disliked vote-taking on the general council 

and wanted a TUC collective view to emerge from debate. This gave the 

mistaken impression that he did not believe passionately about dnything 

In fact, Murray was always keen to defend and further the TUC ethos of 

public policy-making in  the trade un ion  interest. His keen intelligt;nrt 

as well as an ability to get to the guts of a complex issue and explain it to 

others in a cogent no-nonsense manner was usually appreciated around 

the general council chamber. But for most of the time until 198:^ he did 

not take the initiative, m oving at the pace of the slowest.

However, Murray - a Methodist lay preacher - held strong and ethical 

opin ions about the role of trade unions in a free society. He certainly 

believed there was a genuine conflict of interest in  the workplace. 'I 

believe there are two sides in industry', he once explained. 'I believe 

there are those who own the industry and the assets and the people who 

are employed, w ho work in industry. I believe their interests are 

different, that they are in conflict, that they are opposed a lot of the time 

or some of the time.' O f course, Murray accepted there were things that 

both could agree on such as im prov ing productivity, the use of 

manpower, making workplaces better to work in. But when it came to 

deciding who got what out of the proceeds of industry, then there 

a clear difference. 'W e have to recognise this and live w ith it.'''

He was always sensitive to any suggestion that the TUC shoult' 

become a corporatist partner w ith the state. Murray empha'^iseii thf
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freedom and autonom y of trade unions. He liked to quote the words of 

Hrederick Rogers, general secretary of the Bookbinders' un ion : 'We shall 

enlarge the frontiers of the state and control so far as the government 

can control, the power of the capitalist over the labourer more and more. 

But there must be an independent life w ith in  the state to prevent 

government becoming tyranny and the trade unions will be chief among 

those who shall call that independent life in to  being.' As Murray 

explained in  a 1970 lecture:

Unions look to the state to facilitate the performance of trade un ion  

functions, to provide assistance in securing the peaceful settlement of 

disputes w h ich arise between groups and to provide m in im um  

standards for groups of workers where un ion  organisation is not 

sufficiently strong to secure them , they insist that these are comple­

mentary, not alternative, to the exercise by un ions o f their proper 

functions.

He believed that the relationship between the TUC and the state should 

be based on bargaining and not seeking out favours. 'Trade unions are 

disposed to question the absolute sovereignty of the state and to regard 

it at least for some im portant purposes as a federal society in regulating 

the affairs of which the government has an important but not necessarily 

an overriding authority .' Murray was keen to avoid absolutes and 

concentrate on the room for manoeuvre 'to accommodate the shifts and 

fluctuations of industrial activity'. He believed the use of the law or 

executive order was no t the best way of achieving success for a 

government in seeking agreement w ith trade unions. W hile  favourable 

to the 'closest collaboration' between the TUC and the state, he was also 

determined to ensure the trade unions protected their independence and 

were not asked to shoulder responsibilities in  the political economy 

which were beyond their powers to make effective. Murray believed the 

TUC was asked to do too m uch by the Attlee government after the 

Second W orld War. 'The TUC leadership in most of the period of the 

first post-war Labour government accepted demands laid on them  by 

the government that strained almost to breaking point their relations 

With the membership', he argued. The reasons for that loyalty were 

understandable - memories of the inter-war depression, the 

com m itm ent to full em ploym ent, the genuine advances to a welfare 

state. But Murray added that asking the TUC to upho ld  wage restraint 

‘could do no more than temporarily dam  forces w ith in  the trade un ion  

fiiovement that eventually burst out'. W hile  he accepted that the state
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wanted trade un ion  cooperation and there was no  inronsisteiicy 

between trade un ion  independence and voluntary agreements w ith the 

state, each side needed to recognise the legitimacy of the other if the 

relationship was to be of m utual benefit. However, as Murray 

perceptively noted in 1970, the 'essential' interests of trade un ions wer* 

narrower and more specific than those of the state, easier to identify and 

to that extent therefore more defensible.

Filling the vacuum

The departure of Jones and Scanlon soon after each other proved to be 

a severe blow to the TUC's stability as resistance to further wage rebtraitit 

grew more intense am ong the shop stewards. Murray needed to trv and 

fill the power vacuum . Neither Moss Evans, Jones's successor ar the 

TGWU, nor Terry Duffy, AUEW president after Scanlon, were able fo 

establish the authority of the once 'terrible tw ins' w ho  had grown into 

responsible custodians of the Social Contract. C allaghan, for one, 

believed the two men had formed a strong partnership w ith in  the I'UC 

through an 'amalgam of gritty integrity, strength and subtletv’.^ But the 

TUC general council was not in any mood to continue  having a clo^e 

relationship w ith the Labour governm ent if it inc luded yet further 

annual understandings on incomes. The new more hostile m ood was 

evident in the anguished debate on the general council in 1977 over the 

firefighters’ dispute. The Fire Brigade U nion wanted the TUC lo  'aunch 

a public campaign against the government's 10 per cent pay lim it and 

the twelve-month interval between wage settlements. Evans threw the 

TGWU's full weight beh ind  the dem and, and the opposition  пезгК 

carried the day on the general council when it came to the vote.

During most of 1978 the TUC and the governm ent were movim; 

inexorably apart. Callaghan and Healey still yearned for a broa.1 

agreement w ith the TUC that would ensure that the m ax inn iin  level o* 

earnings increases were kept compatib le w ith keeping down intlation 

Murray told ministers to trust the un ions to behave responsibly and not 

try to interfere in collective bargaining. The TUC issued a stateiTient on 

pay policy in July 1978 arguing that un ions had 'no  wish to return to 

the inflationary difficulties of 1974-75 nor to see the results of their past 

self-restraint and sacrifices frittered away'. 'It has been o 'l the 

achievement of higher levels of growth, productivity and real pay that 

stability in overseas countries has been based not on  policies which 

concentrate on restricting pay.'^ 'W e warned Callaghan that he woul^l 

have industrial trouble if he tried to impose a 5 per cent wages pnlicv'.
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said Murray. 'He was over-impressed by the quality of the Treasury 

printout and started th ink ing  w ith his head rather than his stomach.'*^ 

Callaghan, in his memoirs, recalled that Murray and his colleagues were 

'conciliatory and helpful' when he met them  during the summer of 1978 

to discuss the governm ent’s counter-inflation programme.^ The TUC 

general secretary told h im  that they all 'shared the same objectives and 

acknowledged that w ithout the efforts the government had made 

unemploym ent and inflation would have been higher', adding that the 

unions 'were anxious to avoid a wages explosion but employers were 

increasingly b lam ing  the government for their failure to pay higher 

wages with the result that beating the norm  was becoming a challenge'.

Most un ion  leaders assumed Callaghan would call a general election in 

the autum n of 1978 and would not soldier on through the winter or insist 

that the government's 5 per cent pay policy should be taken seriously. 

'We urged h im  to go to the polls and not w ait’, said Murray. 'But he had 

this image of himself as the tough guy who would take no nonsense from 

the unions and steal the Tories’ clothes.'”  In retrospect, Murray insisted 

that the TUC m igh t have been able to ho ld  down pay deals in the 

1978-79 wage round to 8 or 9 per cent. 'Ministers though t they knew 

better than the general council what trade unionists wanted', he argued. 

At the 1978 Congress delegates voted overwhelmingly against any more 

wage restraint. A resolution from NALGO, the local government union, 

calling for the introduction of a coordinated approach to wage bargaining 

on the West German model, suffered a heavy defeat. Murray urged the 

need for 'sufficient flexibility' if trade unions and employers were 'to sort 

out difficult problems and anomalies and to take account of profitabil­

ity w ithout splash headlines about defeats or surrenders or nonsense of 

that s o r t ' . H e  said he was sure that un ion  negotiators w ould 'be 

influenced to adopt a prudent attitude to pay negotiations' because of 

the 'deep and cautionary effects' on their th ink ing  after the hyper­

inflation threat of 1974-75. But the Labour Party conference hardened 

attitudes still further when a m otion  from the Liverpool Wavertree 

constituency was passed by a huge majority that not only rejected any 

form of wage restraint but also suggested that the p lann ing  of pay would 

only be acceptable when prices, profits and investment were also planned 

within the framework of a socialist economy.

In the aftermath of the conference a renewed attempt was made by 

the government and the TUC to try and find  at least a modus vivendi 

which m igh t go some way to prevent widespread industrial conflict 

against the 5 per cent pay policy. The TUC wanted a concentration on 

dealing w ith prices. If action could be taken by the government to
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control them, then un ion  negotiators m ight be more sensible in their 

wage claims. The 14 November general council meeting was presente j  

w ith a document - TUC GtiUhince to Negotiators - that had won cabinet 

approval. This made it clear the TUC would not vet claims or ‘art as 

watchdogs in the process of negotiations or scrutinise settlements' But 

it was suggested that un ion  bargainers should have a regard to the effect 

their claims would have on prices. 'Unions should seek the inaximurr 

efficiency in the use of resources and have regard to the need to produce 

a balanced allocation of benefits between workers, investment and the 

consumer’, the docum ent d e c la r e d . I t  also com m itted  both  sides fo 

keep the annual inflation rate down to its current level in 1978-79. The 

jo int TUC-government statement suggested that measures would be 

needed to promote growth, cut unem ploym ent and improve real living 

standards, and this meant 'policies affecting costs, incomes, investment, 

the exchange rate and fiscal and monetary developments'. Murray made 

it clear to the general council that the statement d id  not com m it the 

TUC to a 5 per cent pay policy or any variant of it. 'The a im  which 

general council members considered they had achieved was to begin to 

lever the government away from its present inflexible approach and to 

open up more scope for collective bargaining', he argued. Murray also 

added that the proposals were not incompatib le w ith  TUC policy 'which 

itself had emphasised that trade unionists were still concerned to avoid 

a return to the 1974-1975 situation of escalating wages and prices'.'"' He 

pressed the case in  a soberly realistic way; 'W h ile  the statement was far 

from perfect, it could open up possibilities for negotiators w h ich could 

in practice become increasingly more advantageous as the situation 

developed and unfolded.' But in the end the general council had d tied 

vote on acceptance of 14 to 14. As chairm an Tom Jackson of the Post 

Office workers' declared, the statement had no t been carried. It was the 

end of the road. Murray was relieved at the outcom e. He believed a 

narrow victory would have proved useless. The deal had needed a hroad 

base of general council support, and this it clearly lacked.

At their meeting at the Treasury on 19 December 1978, Murray ard 

the TUC general council argued that they remained

firm ly com m itted to  voluntary collective bargaining . They believeo 

the governm ent’s pay policy was an over-reaction to circumsfanct'^' 

that 5 per cent had become a symbol and that the governm ent had 

created a clim ate in  w h ich every legitim ate d ispute was seen as a 

challenge to their authority, and w h ich prevented negotiators fa '^ ' 

carrying out their essential role of resolving problems in  a ronstn irtlv f
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way. The TUC understood the need to m ain ta in  the fight against 

in flation but the government's current stance was in danger of 

creating the m axim um  of industrial problems w ith the m in im um  of 

effective results.

But the m inutes added:

I he TUC recognised the government's concern to avoid a sudden 

lurch from a restrictive to a free pay situation but the government 

should recognise the need at least to move steadily and by agreement 

in the direction of giving more scope for meaningful negotiations on 

jiarticular problems in the public and the private sector. In particular 

negotiators should have the right to determine what methods they 

deemed appropriate to help to resolve their pay difficulties, including, 

where appropriate, comparability arrangements.’ -̂

Healey pointed out to the TUC that UK growth was now  the fastest in 

Europe, unem ploym ent at 5.4 per cent was lower than in m any other 

countries, the current account was broadly in  balance, the pound  was 

holding against other currencies and the in fla tion  rate had been 'cut 

more dramatically than in  any other part of the world'. As a result the 

government had been able to cut tax and increase benefits and the 

average increase in  real liv ing standards at 7.5 per cent was greater than 

in any single year since the war. If un it labour costs were kept at around 

the international level and a 'sensible level of pay settlements' was 

maintained, the government could m a in ta in  econom ic progress. But 

this meant keeping pay deals to around 5 per cent given that slippage 

and drift and special case increases would result in a higher level of 

average earnings.

I he government had attempted last year to run a flexible pay policy 

requiring settlements to average 10 per cent bu there had been no  

volunteers for settlements below the average and the government had 

been compelled to treat the 5 per cent figure as a lim it. The 

government would welcome any policy which would produce a rate 

of increase in earnings in the current round consistent w ith single 

figure inflation w ithout a rigid pay lim it but they had to be convinced 

that such a policy was possible and would work in practice. Unless the 

rise in average earnings was less than 10 per cent then the inflation 

rate would not be kept in single figures.
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In  response the TUC argued that the current industrial unrest was

largely a result of the attempt by the government to rigidly apply the 

5 per cent policy w hich was indeed acting to suppress prrduction 

rather than trying to create a situation on the pay front to which they 

felt the economy would respond while the TUC felt strongly that the 

need was to create the economic and industrial climate to which pav 

negotiators could respond.

At their meeting at Dow ning Street, Callaghan sought the 'active 

cooperation of the trade un ion  m ovem ent' because the 'government 

alone' could not achieve its economic objectives. 'The government and 

the r u e  had to live together', he told the general council.

Another government m ight feel otherwise and attem pt alternative 

action on the lines of balancing the budget, cutting public expenditure 

and using the law to shackle trade unions. The government and the 

r u e  had a jo in t responsibility to ensure such an outcome did not 

occur. There was just time to stop the rot, provided there was a 

positive attem pt on the part of all concerned, inc lud ing  the public 

service unions who would have more to lose than any other group if 

the Conservatives won the next general election.

Callaghan also to ld  the TUC that 'no  one should condone oi undei- 

estimate the damage done' through the waves of industrial disruption. 

He warned that 'it could lead to an attempt at legislation which could set 

back the trade un ion  movement for a decade'. This meant that action 

had to be urgent; there were only  a few weeks in which to recapture ioft 

ground'. He accepted that a pay freeze was impossible but 'there bad to 

be a statement w h ich covered such issues as leapfrogging, the 

maintenance of essential services and the relationship between public 

and private sector incomes'. The prime minister accepted that they could 

have plenty of discussion about medium- and longer-term strategy, but 

people would expect them  to address current problems. He was hopeful 

that there was now  'a real chance of a successful outcome'.

Murray assured h im  on behalf of the TUC general council that they 

wished 'to restore the basis of understanding w ith the governrrcnt, 

which they believed to be in line w ith the interests of trade u n io n s  and 

working people'. The TUC
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recognised the extreme difficulties of the present situation 

economically and politically and were convinced a complex industrial 

society could only  run on the basis of agreement and intelligent 

working arrangements between the government and the TUC. They 

recognised an understanding would materially assist the Labour 

government in w inn ing  the election; this was as valid an aspect of 

Congress policy as any other. They also accepted an agreement had 

to stand up in the face of public op in ion . However, the government 

should understand that the TUC would not and should not promise 

more than it could deliver.

Vlurray informed Callaghan that the TUC 'was not prepared to enter into 

an agreement based on a variation or renegotiation of a pay norm; this 

was neither desirable nor practicable. W h ile  the TUC recognised the 

urgency of the present industrial situation, the issues should be kept in 

perspective and the general council would not allow themselves to be 

pushed into indefensible areas by reacting in a panic-stricken way.

Murray and his TUC staff did the best they could to lessen the ferocity 

of the so-called ‘w inter of discontent' But the upsurge of bitterness 

reflected first in the lorry drivers' dispute, and later in January 1979 w ith 

the low-paid workers' public sector offensive, inflicted severe moral 

damage on the trade un ion  movement. It is true that there was 

considerable media exaggeration in the reporting of those events. But 

enough happened to underm ine what had been seen as the special 

relationship between the TUC and the government. At times the prime 

minister and his colleagues seemed to be paralysed by the brutality of 

the conflict. Callaghan was later to regret that he had failed to introduce 

a state of emergency. His 5 per cent wages policy was in tatters, but the 

upsurge in the level of pay settlements above an annual rate three times 

that figure did not suggest either employers or un ion  negotiators were 

practising responsible collective bargaining. In  the acquisitive scramble 

after two years of supposed restraint, the TUC seemed powerless to 

moderate expectations.

At his meeting w ith the TUC general council on 5 February 1979 

Callaghan suggested that his government 'should be given credit for 

resisting pressures for a legal approach to industrial relations - even to 

the point of being accused of complacency - because of their belief in a 

Voluntary approach'. 'Cooperation on the part of the unions involved 

'n industrial disputes has helped the government to fend off this 

pressure', he told them . 'He welcomed the decision to examine issues of 

*̂ <'od trade un ion  practice.' The Minutes record that the prime minister
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understood w hat had been said about the  TUC no t prom is ing  n ioft 

th a n  it cou ld  deliver and  no t w ish ing  to  renegotiate a norm , though 

he had  to say th a t if everybody negotiated 15 per cent, no  nne would 

be any  better o ff th a n  if they  had  all negotiated  5 per rent, 

coun try  w ou ld  no t understand if the  governm ent were s im p ly  to sa  ̂

‘get o n  w ith  it ’ a nd  ignore settlements o f 20 per cent or even 30 per 

cent. The governm ent w ished to  stick as closely as they could  to 5 per 

cent, w h ich  they  th o u g h t was in  the  best interests o f the  country, 

th ou gh  they accepted there were particular problems, especially in the 

pub lic  services where a phased com parab ility  approach m igh t bt 

needed, em brac ing  the  princ ip le  o f com parable  pay for comparabW 

work and  effort. W h a t the country needed at the m om en t was a period 

o f industria l ca lm  encouraged by  the  trade u n io n  m ovem en t againr, 

the  background o f a vo lun tary  code of practice o n  industrial relations, 

together w ith  a general s tatem ent o f in te n t on  the  reduction of 

in fla t io n  to  below  5 per cent by the  spring o f 1982 and  on  the pnlicipt 

required to  bring  th is  about.

Strenuous negotiations were held over the fo llow ing  seven days between 

the  TUC and  the  governm ent to try and  reach some w ider undcistand- , 

ing  th a t came to be know n  as the  concordat. The TUC general council 

was called to D ow n in g  Street o n  14 February to  meet the prim e minister, 

w h o  to ld  th em  the  cab inet was prepared to  endorse the  negotiated 

statem ent if  they accepted it. M urray urged his colleagues to '^uppnrt it 

He to ld  them :

It had  to be acknow ledged tha t it was no t w ith o u t its lim ltd tio iis . Noi 

d id  it com prise an  im m ed ia te  a n d  detailed  answer to  all current 

problems. However, it d id  set d ow n  the m eans by w h ich  s c i t c  of the 

answers m igh t be found . G iven  the in itia l differences, it r e p r e s e n t e d  

the best that cou ld  be done in  the present circumstances and  he hoped 

th e  general c o un c il w o u ld  endorse the  sta tem ent as a basis fr” 

con tinued  cooperation  w ith  the  gove rnm en t.’ ^

Strong oppos ition  was voiced to  m u ch  of w hat had  been agreed. Harry 

U rw in , as ch a irm an  o f the  e m p lo y m e n t po licy  com m ittee , soug h t to 

reassure them  tha t the vo lun tary  codes of conduct for un ions  in disputes 

were no t 'a gu ide  to  be adhered to  irrespective o f circumstances' and 

there was no  suggestion they w ou ld  invo lve  any  legal intervention- 

the  TUC had  suggested tha t un io n s  shou ld  lim it the  num ber o f picked 

deployed in  a strike and  ough t to consu lt their members th routjh  secr^
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tjallots before ca lling  th em  in to  dispute. Som e u n io n  leaders also feared 

that the accom pany ing  e conom ic  sta tem ent d id  n o t give enough  

attention to the  TUC's ow n  agenda of p la n n in g  agreements in  industry 

ivith un ion s , the  in tro d u c tio n  o f selective im p o rt contro ls and  the 

control o f profits and  d iv idends. It was suggested tha t there was

too m u ch  em phasis in  the  statem ent o n  incom es in  the  context o f 

in fla tio n  and  too  little  in  the  context o f red istribution . The frequent 

references to  incom es carried w ith  th em  the  im p lica tio n  o f a future 

a ttem pt at central pay d e te rm ina tio n  an d  th is, together w ith  the  

proposal for an  annua l econom ic  assessment, cou ld  be construed as a 

step towards the  corporate state.

Some general counc il m embers even w ondered w hether there was too  

m uch em phasis o n  low  pay and  com parab ility  in  the  pub lic  sector, 

giving the im pression tha t the TUC and  the  governm ent were 'ig no ring  

the p ligh t' o f those em ployed  in  the  private sector w h o  suffered from  

the same problem s. As the  TUC's ow n  m inu tes  explain:

There was n o  question  o f the  s tatem ent im p ly in g  an acceptance of 

pay norm s or env isag ing  TUC advice to  u n io n s  o n  ho w  to  frame 

specific c la im s. At the  same tim e , however, the  s tatem ent d id  

recognise and  set dow n  some o f the  basic facts o f the present s ituation 

in an  a ttem p t to  create a c lim a te  o f o p in io n  in  w h ich  responsible 

collective barga in ing  cou ld  take place. W h ils t questions o f pay claim s 

and settlements were u ltim ate ly  matters for the  u n io n  m em bersh ip  to 

decide, it was surely r ight for the  TUC to  draw  a tten tion  to  general 

considerations, in c lu d in g  the  need to  negotiate  o n  the  merits o f 

particular s ituations rather th a n  b lin d ly  adop t, or seek to  better, the 

'going rate'.

In the end  b o th  sides endorsed the  docum ents . However, the  prime 

tiiinister refused to  excise words in  the  concorda t th a t ind ica ted  the 

Sovernment w o u ld  take 'possible future m onetary  and  fiscal ac tion '. It 

"'as accepted th a t agreement 'w ou ld  no t be possible' o n  words in  every 

Paragraph th a t 'w ou ld  please everyone o n  bo th  sides', bu t 'the  statement 

should be seen as a useful starting p o in t to  jo in t d iscussions over the 

^^ortiing m on ths ', the  value o f w h ich  w ou ld  be tested by events. It was all 

little , too  late. As Healey adm itte d  in  h is m em oirs: the  w in ter o f 

Î’scontent 'destroyed the  n a tio n 's  confidence  in  the  Labour party's 

ability to work w ith  the un ions '. W ith o u t an  overall C o m m ons  majority.
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Callaghan's government was defeated by one vote in  a confidence 

m otion  in  March after inconclusive devolution ballots in Scotland apri 

Wales, and lost the resulting general election.

Towards new realism

The arrival of Margaret Thatcher and the Conservatives at 10 Downing 

Street after Labour's defeat in  May 1979 did not immediately seem to 

worry the TUC too much. 'We simply did not believe what she said she 

would do and we d idn 't believe most Conservatives d id  either’, Mmray 

explained.’ ** U n ion  leaders convinced themselves that sooner rathei 

than later, the new prime minister would recognise the error of her ways 

perform a U-turn and call in the TUC to help her out w ith a face-saving 

deal. 'We completely misread history', admitted Murray. The TUC held 

one meeting w ith Mrs Thatcher before she came to power. I heir 

exchange, in  Murray's op in ion , was 'one of m utual incomprehension'. 

'We were horrified', he recalled. 'Conservative leaders have always been 

able to recognise a vested interest when they saw one. But she did nut 

seem keen on institutions, whether it be the TUC, the CBI, W hitena'I o; 

even the City of London.' The general council was to hold one further 

formal session at 10 Dow ning Street on 15 June. But there was never any 

prospect of a meeting of m inds. She lectured them  on the need for fice 

market economics. A lthough cautious to begin w ith and ready to acccpi 

the emollient One Nation Tory J im  Prior as her Employment secretiry, 

Mrs Thatcher d id  no t disguise her visceral dislike of trade unions and 

the collectivist values they claimed to stand for. She agreed w ith the 

forthright attacks delivered on them  by her friend and colleague Sii Kc'th 

Joseph who had suggested that the trade unions were a key part n f the 

British problem of low productivity and profitability.

Murray believed that his greatest failure was 'no t recognising when 

Mrs Thatcher won the 1979 general election that she had tapped info 

some profound changes in  th ink ing  and attitudes among British people 

inc lud ing  trade unionists and believing she was a passing breeze whitb 

would blow  itself out'. As a result, he thought the TUC 'delayed far toe 

long in  making some changes that were patently necessary and gor stucV 

in  a rut of opposition'.

I n  the au tum n  of 1979 TUC general council decided to la u n c h  a 

campaign for 'economic and social advance' aimed at mobilismg риЫ*^ 

op in ion  against the Thatcher government. 'It should be made clear 

was not conceived as an attempt to force a general election', sugpe'i'^*^ 

the general council M inutes.’ ^
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It was emphasised that the general council should act as a whole, along 

the lines set out in the m otion  [on the planned offensive]. Action must 

not split or isolate different groups or be divisive in any way. In  1976 

the trade un ions had no t been totally un ified in their m anner of 

opposition to spending cuts and this should not be repeated.

Murray warned his colleagues that 'it would be unrealistic to proceed on 

the assumption that the position could be rapidly changed. It w ould be 

a major task to explain and w in  support for the TUC's strategy and 

criticism of government policy.' The proposed industrial relations 

legislation to lim it picketing, enforce periodic reviews of existing closed 

shop agreements and urge ho ld ing  postal ballots before strikes and for 

the election o f un ion  leaders w ith  an inducem ent of state aid. Urwin 

told the general council that Prior was

attem pting to manoeuvre the general council in to  a negotiating 

position whereby some parts of the government's proposals would be 

accepted but the others w ould not. This approach had to be rejected. 

The committee would be seeking to deflect the government from its 

proposals on industrial relations legislation and emphasising that the 

best way of dealing w ith these matters was by voluntary action.

In September 1981 the right-wing N orm an Tebbit replaced Prior as 

Employment Secretary and the TUC found  itself facing a form idable 

opponent. ‘He was a rough sod but very able', said Murray. 'He would 

put his knee in  your stomach just to attract your attention w ith a smile 

on his face. But he was the sort of fellow you could do a deal w ith. He 

would drive a hard bargain but you knew he would deliver.'^*^ The 1982 

Employment Act delivered a body blow to the unions by removing their 

legal im m unities from civil actions for damages in  unlaw ful disputes. It 

was the key change in  all of the Thatcherite industrial relations 

legislation, and the TUC general secretary realised this. An attempt was 

made by the TUC to mobilise opposition to the new measure. A special 

fund was created to help un ions in trouble from  any employers who 

decided to use the Act. At a one-day TUC conference in  W embley in  the 

spring of 1982, un ion  leaders lined up to show their solidarity w ith a 

non-cooperation strategy. It seemed - to some - like a repeat 

performance of 1972 when the TUC had defeated the Industrial 

•delations Act. But it was all rather unreal. O n  this occasion the 

government was not going to back down in the face of TUC opposition. 

The set-piece national strikes, from the steelworkers in  1980 to the
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miners in  1984-85, reflected Mrs Thatcher's determ ination not to bow 

the knee to what she saw as irresponsible trade un ion  power.

Murray believed that un ion  leaders grew more and more out of toudi 

w ith the views of their ordinary rank and file members and were over­

sensitive to the attitudes of their m inority of activists. 'We thought if we 

pressed the right button our members would come alive. The scales wo'jld 

fall from their eyes and they would realise that they had been misled bv 

the Conservatives.' But as Murray moved from one march to another, 

'days of action' and mass demonstrations, he received a 'great shock ',

I came to realise I was meeting the same people wherever I went. Thty 

were old pal's reunions. My worst experience was at a Hyde Park 

meeting on Jobs for Youth. O n ly  a handful turned up. We didti't have 

the youngsters and above all we d idn 't have their parents.

'I  started questioning in  m y own m ind  whether we were on the right 

track', he said. ‘1 was told we needed to print a m illion  moie leaflets for 

one campaign we had launched but where were they all going? 1 thought 

they were being used to prop up a three-legged table in  a un ion  nffire >n 

the west m idlands.' Murray questioned:

How representative were those who came on our marches of people in 

the factories and offices? There was a certain arrogance about iinicn 

officials and stewards who said they knew what their members wanted 

and if they d id n 't know they had to be told. 1 was brought up to 

believe that you can only do what your members will let you.

But in  a 1980 lecture on the 'democratic bargain' Murray expressed his 

abiding conviction that trade unions had a legitimate role to play in a 

free society and this meant involv ing people as workers.^' But he was 

also well aware from  experience that trade un ions had the power to 

impede change, to say no and to stop th ings happening. This power 

cannot be removed by tu rn ing  back the clock nor can attitudes be 

changed by changing the law', he explained. 'The real issue is how we 

can get trade unionists to use their industrial power wistiy, at the 

m in im um  to take account of their own longer-term interests.' Murray 

did not doubt that governments were elected to govern; that neither tne 

TUC nor any trade un ion  had the right or the wish to usurp the powe'^s 

of the state. H o w ev e r , he also believed that 'effective' go v e rn m e n t 

acknowledged the 'pluralist basis of our democacy, accepting there is  ̂

variety of legitimate interests in  our society and find ing  теапч о
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jeconciling these different interests'. He saw the TUC as a bargainer w ith 

governments in establishing areas of agreement. 'Governments which 

treat unions as responsible organisations are entitled in return to expect 

unions to act responsibly', he argued. However, if the state refused to 

treat un ions as worthy of sharing or accepting responsibility, then it 

must expect unions to go on the defensive and exercise 'their traditional 

functions of defending their basic rights'. In  1980 Murray had been 

convinced that Mrs Thatcher would recognise that she would have to 

bargain w ith the TUC. 'Set-piece battles are no way to solve the problems 

which face Britain', he argued. '1 do not believe the present government 

or any other can continue indefin ite ly to w ithstand the inevitable 

progress of the democratic forces which are at work in  industry and in 

every other part of society.'

It was not un til the aftermath of Labour's catastrophic performance 

in the May 1983 general election that Murray decided that the time had 

come for the TUC to reassess its entire strategy towards the government. 

His speech to Congress that September spelt out what came to be called 

briefly the 'New Realism'. After years of self-imposed caution and defen­

siveness Murray tried to take the initiative. 'We cannot talk as if the trade 

union movement is some sort of alternative government. Brother Bonnie 

Prince Charlie w aiting to be sum m oned back from exile', he told 

delegates.^^ 'We are representative organisations and being representa­

tive organisations and respecting what our members want and expect 

from their unions - not the government's unions, not the Labour party's 

unions, not even our unions but the members’ unions.' Murray insisted 

that the TUC's task was now  to w in back the lost ground that it had 

'assumed was safe for ever'. A Conservative government had been re­

elected for the first time since 1945 that d id  not regard the maintenance 

of full employment as a 'dom inant' policy objective, nor the welfare state 

as a 'b ind ing  force' in  British society. Murray's outspoken comments 

were not warmly received by some un ion  leaders. But they were seen by 

many in Congress House as long overdue. O n  the eve of his retirement 

he conceded that he had not always taken the lead in  such an 

unequivocal manner.

It is a fair criticism that 1 have not led from the front. I have not gone 

round the country w ith m y heart on  m y sleeve. It is only  in 

exceptional circumstances when you have to declare like M artin 

l.uther - 'Here 1 stand, I can do no other'. R unn ing  about in public 

Was not m y style temperamentally. At the end of the day it was my job 

to carry out what the general council decided collectively.^-^
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W ith in  weeks of his New Realism speech, however, Murray and the 

TUC were confronted w ith a bitter dispute between the National 

Graphical Association and the Stockport Messenger newspaper. Under 

pressure, he decided that the TUC was going to do no th ing  that 

involved breaking the law. The un th ink ing  TUC posturing of 1982 was 

at an end. The TUC m ight not like the new employment legislatrcn, tut 

it was not defying the courts and opening its funds to sequestration a' 

a result. Murray’s refusal to give any backing to the NGA that m ight be 

deemed unlaw ful aroused strong criticism from the broad left on the 

general council, especially from Clive Jenkins, general secretary of 

ASTMS, the white-collar un ion , w ho appeared to be p lo ttm g for 

Murray's dismissal. But Murray insisted on standing firm and he gained 

a majority on the general council for his position. The NGA was going 

to receive no TUC approval for defying the courts. Murray took a kind 

of grim satisfaction at the fact that the TUC was the fall-guy for unions 

in trouble.

M any un ion  leaders wanted to be told what to do. 1 had national 

officers sitting in m y room saying send me back to my executive so 1 

can tell them  the TUC is cudgelling me. There was a bit of masochism 

in the job. You got excoriated in  public but so what?

He believed that the NGA wanted to be let off the hook over the Stuckpmt 

Messenger dispute, 'if truth be told. They knew they could not w in .’

But if Congress House believed that the TUC's refusal to join in the 

Stockport Messenger dispute would ensure an appreciative response from 

the prime minister, they were to be quickly disabused. W ith in  weeks she 

had decided to ban staff trade un ion ism  from  the government s 

intelligence communications headquarters in  Cheltenham . In d o in g  so 

she dealt a fatal body blow  to Murray's pragmatism . The TUC made 

strenuous efforts to convince Mrs Thatcher to change her m ind , tven 

offering a no-strike agreement as the price for continu ing  union 

recognition. Mrs Thatcher would have none of it.

Murray said:

We thought we were carefully putting something together that would 

establish a more civilised relationship. Then just like that - bang - 

w ithout a second thought she made the G C H Q  decision. She either 

knew noth ing  about the discussions we were having with government 

departments or they meant noth ing  at all to her.
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At an emergency meeting on 19 March 1984 the TUC general council 

reassessed its relationship w ith the government. Murray argued strongly 

against those un ion  leaders w ho wanted the TUC to w ithdraw from the 

National Economic Developm ent Council and the little NEDDYs in 

protest at the government's behaviour over GCH Q . 'It would be very 

hard to explain to the membership why the TUC was w ithdraw ing from 

NEDC but still seeking meetings w ith ministers in  order to make repre­

sentations', he argued. Even the TUC's suspension of attending NEDC 

meetings could put that tripartite organisation at risk. Congress House 

was reluctant to encourage a TUC pull-out from the innumerable public 

bodies where it still had representation. 'This governm ent has not 

displayed any eagerness to meet the TUC to discuss issues which the TUC 

regards as important; on the other hand the TUC can table such issues 

for discussion at the NEDC and secure valuable publicity for its views', 

it argued.^"* 'To rely on seeking bilateral meetings w ith government as 

opposed to meeting the government at NEDC w ould be to meet the 

government on its own terms.' The TUC warned that to permanently 

suspend involvement in  the NEDC and the EDCs

would reverse the direction o f TUC econom ic and industrial repre­

sentations which has been followed over the past 22 years. Suspension 

of TUC membership would in fact damage the TUC and the unions 

and their members far more than it would damage the government. 

Indeed, it could be secretly welcomed by the Prime Minister and those 

government ministers who disliked meeting trade unionists and 

having to listen to their arguments.

However, it was really the national m iners' strike that brought New 

Realism to at least a temporary standstill. For most of the time after it 

began in  March 1984 the TUC was not directly involved in any way in 

its dramatic developments. Memories of 1926 and the sense of betrayal 

nurtured by m any miners for generations was perhaps one obvious 

reason why neither side sought a close relationship. Mineworkers' un ion  

president Arthur Scargill was right to believe that if he allowed the TUC 

into the conflict he would lose control because the general council would 

have been far more amenable to seeking a comprom ise and an early 

settlement o f the dispute. As in  1972 and 1974, relations between 

Congress House and the NUM remained tenuous and suspicious much 

of the time. Murray would ring up the NUM's general secretary, Peter 

Heathfield, before m onth ly  general council meetings to find out whether 

the miners wanted any TUC help, and be told it was not necessary.
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However, Murray could hardly disguise his contem pt and irritation with 

the excesses of Scargillism as the strike dragged on through the sumrper. 

He was fiercely opposed to any suggestion that the  TUC should  turn 

itself in to  a purist revolutionary organisation that engaged in a CI355 

struggle w ith Mrs Thatcher's government. 'W e are problem  ‘jCivcts', he 

explained. 'Any attempt to split the TUC from the left or the rik>ht will 

be resisted by the overwhelm ing majority.'

Some concern was expressed on  the TUC general council on 2Л May at 

the 'present impression of a divide'^-^ between the TUC and the NU M, but 

it was pointed out that the Finance and General Purposes C om m lttc t were 

m ain ta in ing  contacts and the unions were prepared to give assistance if 

asked to do so. Murray and others were irritated by the NUM 's efforts to 

involve other un ions in  the strike outside the TUC's ow n framework Bui 

most agreed that it was up  to the N UM  to decide for itself whether nr 

when to approach the TUC. As the general council m inutes argued

There had been m any major disputes in this country where the union 

concerned had not approached the TUC and it should no t be thouj^ht 

that TUC involvement should be a norm al act by a un ion  in dispute. 

The general council should be content to w ish the NUM  well m their 

struggle and leave it at that unless the N UM  made a special request.

But it was already apparent that the m in ing  dispute threatened to divide 

the unions. Bill Sirs of the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation said that 

the NUM could not expect British Steel workers no t to cross NUM  picket 

lines when these were placed in  front of steel plants, because it was 

essential that coal was provided to them  to keep the blastfurnaces in 

optim um  condition. General council chairman Ray Buckton warned that 

the longer the debate went on, the more likely it w ou ld  be that they 

would open up divisions about the tactics being pursued in the dispute 

Murray's departure at the September 1984 Congress was a sad affair 

for h im . In his last twelve m onths he had made genuine  attempts to 

refocus the TUC to adopt a more realistic approach to its dealings with 

the government, but had found  insufficient support to ensure this 

change of strategy could expect m uch chance of instant success. But ax 

that time he was pleased w ith the 'sheer professionalism' of the TUL 

His astute recruitment policy had produced a small and able cadre in 

Congress House. In  unsung areas like un ion  education, reform of the 

general council to make it more representative and less dom inated by 

the large unions through their use of patronage, and  extending lUt-' 

decision-making and accountability  th rough conferences of union
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officers, Murray made quiet but solid progress. He may have lacked a 

grand design, but w ith lim ited resources he m ainta ined respect in 

difficult times for the TUC secretariat in W hitehall departments. 'Mrs 

I hatcher m ight have come along and tried to lop us down to the roots 

but we will grow stronger again. I have no fears for the future of trade 

unionism  in this country', he told me in September 1984.26 But Murray 

was also emphatic about what had happened in the early 1980s.

The members did not walk away from the unions. But they walked 

away from taking instant industrial action when asked to do so by 

un ion  leaders and they no longer voted automatically for the Labour 

party. We have got to become m uch more conscious of that. We are 

build ing on strength in the 1980s and not trying to recuperate from 

a deteriorating weakness.

But Murray by that time seemed like a forlorn and despairing figure from 

another age whose anguished greyness seemed far from the histrionics 

of the miners' strike. However, he was always a cham pion of reasoned 

argument and com m on sense, a m uch more substantial figure than 

perhaps he often seemed to be to the outside world at the time.

1 he wilderness years

Under his am iable successor N orm an W illis, the TUC sank in to  

inexorable decline. But W illis faced a formidable legacy as newly elected 

TUC general secretary. During his first weeks in  office W illis sought as 

best he could to resolve the m iners’ strike. He was left in  little doubt 

about the nature of the problem w ith Scargill's intransigence. But W illis 

showed a willingness to face up  to the threats to TUC un ity  posed by the 

dispute. In  a speech before angry striking miners at Aberavon in  south 

Wales, he condemned the violence on the picket lines and the refusal 

of the NUM leadership to repudiate it. A noose was lowered in  front of 

him in a clear act of in tim idation . But W illis d id  not bend the knee to 

such tactics. Indeed, he made strenuous efforts to try and help to broker 

a deal between the NUM and the Coal Board. This involved drawing in 

government ministers includ ing Mrs Thatcher herself, but any moves to 

a settlement failed to w in Scargill's approval. However, W illis was able 

to ensure that the TUC w ould not become a scapegoat for the NUM. He 

had displayed enough willingness to try and ensure an honourable 

Outcome of what turned out to be a sem inal event in  modern labour 

history. Certainly W illis and Congress House could not be criticised for
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the way they behaved in the final weeks of the miners' dispute as they 

sought a way out for the miners.

In fact, it is hard to believe that anyone other than W illis would leally 

have made m uch difference to what happened to the TUC after 1984, 

The defeat o f the NUM, the shock troops of the Labour Movemet\t 

paved the way for a self-confident and aggressive strategy by the 

government as Congress House found itself fighting a rearguard action 

as Mrs Thatcher rolled back m any of the gains made by the TUC undsr 

the post-war social settlement. However, the long-term consequeni.e ot 

Scargillism's hum ilia tion  was to help the TUC to recover some initiative 

to launch a modernising agenda that repudiated the use of industrial 

muscle in  the pursuit of its objectives. However, the advantage to the 

TUC was not so apparent in 1985, nor appreciated.

W illis - who only  came to work for the TUC in  1973 after m any years 

runn ing  the TGWU's research department, where he had worked cU)5ely 

w ith both Frank Cousins and Jack Jones, as deputy general secretary - 

was a jo lly m an w ith  a seemingly endless series of jokes. But to the 

outside world he often seemed to be a strangely unserious and 

inarticulate figure. He was supported loyally for n ine years by Congress 

House staff who recognised his wealth of knowledge in the minutiae of 

trade un ion  organisation, his impressive range of contacts and his 

absence of personal malice. He survived a number of futile attempts to 

unseat h im . But perhaps none of this really mattered. Slowly but suiely 

the TUC was being marginalised by a hostile state for the first time in 

the twentieth century.

The TUC did not help itself either by trying to put pressure un the 

government through threatening to pu ll out of the tripartite publi: 

organisations on w hich it sat. The N ational Economic D evelopm ent 

C ounc il was a particular object of Conservative derision. The bodv 

formed under Macm illan in 1962 w ith Woodcock's blessing had become 

an anachronism to m any ministers. After her June 1987 electinn victory, 

Thatcher reduced its m on th ly  meetings to four a year. Tebbit could 

hardly hide his delight. T scarcely saw the un ion  leaders at all except at 

meetings of the NEDC’, he recalled in  his memoirs. 'Somehow that old 

corporatist tripartite forum  escaped the axe, m uch to rnv ptisona l 

irritation as 1 detested wasting a m orning  in  an agony of boredom w hen 

I had better things to do.'^^ The NEDC was finally abolished altogether 

by the Major government in the au tum n  of 1992. The TUC itsell 

in  its own demise as a member of the tripartite Training C o m m is s io n .  

Even during the early 1980s the TUC had been able to retain an 

im portant role in  influencing  the government's train ing and
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em ploym ent strategies and enjoyed a good relationship w ith Lord 

Young, Mrs Thatcher's favourite minister, when he was Employment 

Secretary. The TUC's involvement was seen as essential for the working 

of the Youth Training Scheme to assist unemployed youth. But in 

September 1988 Congress decided to boycott further commission 

meetings in  protest at the government's refusal to increase the 

allowances for those participating in the scheme. As a result, no  time 

was lost in  the government's decision to close dow n the entire 

Manpower Services Comm ission and transfer its functions back to the 

Department of Employment.

However, the W illis years were not completely barren of achievement. 

It was under his leadership that the TUC's policy was changed towards 

the European U nion in  1988. As president of the European Trade U nion 

Confederation where he won the respect of other un ion  leaders, W illis 

displayed a consistent support for the European cause. He also showed 

his courage in  an open backing for the cause of the Polish Solidarity 

movement and in public criticism for the more repressive actions 

towards workers displayed by the Soviet U n ion  in  the final years of 

Leonid Brezhnev. W illis was particularly well liked in W ashington where 

AFL-CIO president Lane Kirkland was a close personal friend. A kind and 

humorous m an, he was welcome across the international Labour 

Movement. Certainly in  his relations w ith the US unions, he was able 

to repair m uch of the damage done between the TUC and the AFL-CIO 

during the later years o f the Cold War.

W illis was helped in his efforts to refocus the TUC on European affairs 

by David Lea, assistant general secretary, who played a particularly vital 

role in  the TUC's move to a more positive pro-EU position. Lea was 

impressed by EU president Jacques Delors' speech at the 1988 Stockholm 

congress of the European trade un ion  movement and won the support 

of W illis and Ron Todd, the TGWU general secretary, who invited h im  

to that autum n's congress in  Bournemouth. The EU president's address 

to delegates was a defining m om ent for the TUC in what had been an 

often tortuous journey from  one side to the other on  the European 

argument for over 30 years. 'Your movement has a major role to play. 

Europe needs you', he declared. The creation of an EU single market 

would be incomplete w ithout the establishment of a platform  ol 

guaranteed social rights.

He told the delegates:

W hile we are trying to pool our efforts, it would be unacceptable foi

unfair practices to distort the interplay of economic forces. It woulc
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be unacceptable for Europe to become a source of social regression, 

while we are trying to rediscover together the road to prosperity and 

employment. Social dialogue and collective bargaining are essentidl 

pillars of our democratic society and social progress.

After Delors’ visionary evocation of a social Europe, an ecstatic TUC 

turned itself into one of the most pro-EU institutions in Britain, openini? 

its own office in  Brussels in  1993.

W illis was also im portant in developing a m uch warmer relationship 

for the TUC w ith Neil Kinnock's Labour Party. His wife worked for 

K innock as secretary, ensuring that the two m en were close and un 

amicable terms. By the mid-1980s the TUC believed it would have to 

develop a com m on strategy w ith Labour in  the face of remorseless 

opposition from the Thatcher government. At the 1987 general electicn, 

and to a lesser extent in  1992, the W illis-Kinnock alliance developed з 

new agenda for the trade unions. W illis made it clear that the trade 

unions could not expect a wholesale return to the employment laws of 

the 1970s. There was no  enthusiasm in  the Labour Party for any movt; 

that would have resulted in a revival of legislation that would tolerate 

flying or secondary mass picketing. Moreover, W illis insisted the 

mandatory use of strike ballots and ballots for the election of union 

officials introduced after 1984 would not be abolished in the event of 

the return of a Labour government. It was also under his direction that 

the TUC began to examine the concept of social partnership between 

unions and employers and an extension of ind iv idual worker rights. In 

addition, there was an acceptance there could be no return to the use of 

the closed shop to enforce trade un ion ism  in the workplace.

A lthough W illis was often criticised for lack of direction and 

coherence, he d id act effectively to prevent a deep split in the  rUC tbal 

m ight have destroyed its ability to function. The expulsion of the  ЕЕГРи 

electricians' u n ion  from congress in  1988 came only  after strenuous 

efforts by W illis to avoid such a development, and other unions d id  nut 

follow. His memories of the miners' strike had made h im  well awjre of 

the dangers of an ideological civil war breaking out between the  unions 

that would have inflicted enormous damage on the cause cf TUC unity. 

In  his sensitive relations w ith the AUEW engineering un ion , f'-'f 

instance, W illis battled to  lim it the self-destructive, introspective 

tendency that gripped parts of the trade un ion  movement in the late 

1980s.

It is true that the TUC's own efforts to replicate the campaignpnK 

activities of the American labour m ovem ent in  the search fur ne"'
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members failed to make any headway in  the early 1990s. The TUC's 

'Union Yes' offensive launched in London's East End and the Trafford 

Park industrial estate in Manchester made little headway. But at least 

Willis showed that he was not resistant to new ideas and determined to 

try and refocus the TUC on positive ways o f responding to falling 

membership and a government hostile to the trade un ion  cause.

For most of the period that W illis was general secretary, however, the 

TUC found itself forced on to the fringes of industrial politics, a 

seemingly unloved and unw anted institu tion . Membership density 

declined rapidly, and Conservative governments as well as employers 

did little to encourage closer relations w ith  the TUC. 'Unions 

individually and collectively through the TUC have not had a scintilla 

of influence over government policies', com plained the CPSA civil 

service un ion  in  1994. 'In  no other country in Europe have unions had 

to face such hostility from their government. U niquely Britain also 

remains the one country where the role of trade unions in national life 

is still questioned.'29 Inevitably the organisation became increasingly 

introspective, concerned primarily w ith inter-union relations that 

worsened w ith  the competitive struggle for un ion  members in a 

shrinking organised labour market. It was very m uch the TUC's age of 

stagnation. Sporadic efforts to modernise made little progress. Congress 

House found itself drifting. This was not entirely Willis's fault. Indeed, 

his bon viveur style probably went some way to defusing serious conflicts 

between un ion  leaders that could have led to a fundamental split in the 

TUC. Certainly there were those in  Congress House who believed that 

his hearty and jokey style helped to d im inish the tensions. But inevitably 

Willis was seen as the fall-guy for the trend of failure and irrelevance 

that seemed to im m obilise the TUC after 1992. Ever since the 1920s, 

even hostile governments had always believed it made sense to at least 

develop some k ind  of public policy relationship w ith the TUC. Now 

ministers saw little purpose in  do ing  so at all. In  the new world of 

deregulation and liberalisation, trade unions and the TUC in  particular 

seemed to have lost any meaningful role. This trend was not confined to 

Britain but it was more pronounced than elsewhere in the western indus­

trialised world. By September 1993 the TUC seemed to have lost any 

clear sense of purpose. But this was an exaggerated picture of decline. 

I he TUC still played an im portant role in surviving tripartite bodies like 

the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service; the Health and Safety 

Commission; the Equal Opportunities Commission and the Commission 

for Racial Equality. Its nom inees remained on the M onopolies and 

Mergers Comm ission, the British Overseas Trade Board and a further 48
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different government committees and outside bodies. W h ile  this 

am ounted to a m uch more lim ited TUC presence than  in  the 1970s, n 

was better than noth ing . W illis decided to take early retirement in 

September 1993. His departure provided the opportunity  for a TL'c 

revival. From the high-water mark of early 1979 to the nadir of the early 

1990s, the TUC suffered a protracted period in  the political wilderness 

This all came as a great shock to the TUC general council. In fact, it wa-, 

the most traumatic reversal of fortunes the trade un ion  movement had 

suffered since the early 1920s. For nearly 40 years after 1939 the TUC 

had developed as a recognised Estate o f the Realm, courted by 

governments of all parties. It may never have grown in  the way that 

C itrine had really wanted, but its opinions and advice were sought by 

ministers across the public policy agenda. Indeed, m any un ion  leaders 

had come to believe they were indispensable for the successful 

managem ent of the political economy; some even believing no 

government could run the country w ithout their consent. But undei 

Margaret Thatcher they were being cut down ruthlessly. There was little 

that W illis could have done to prevent this, particularly after his ^tratexic 

alliance w ith K innock failed to secure any political advantages. On the 

other hand, in  areas like em ploym ent law, un ion  rnerrbcrship 

campaigns and Europe, the first seeds of TUC recovery were planted by 

W illis. There was more continu ity  w ith the New U nion ism  of his 

successor John Monks than is often appreciated. The object of cruel jokes 

and personal abuse, W illis kept his d ignity and tolerance. In unprtce 

dented times for the TUC, he ensured the organisation remained mtact, 

preparing for better days. This may not have been seen a'- a great 

achievement in the early 1990s, but it was appreciated later, For all his 

manifest weaknesses and follies, W illis deserves to be remembered for 

ho ld ing  the TUC together and po in ting  the way out of its impa'^'e 

caused m ain ly by events outside its own control.
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8
John Monks and New Unionism

Fhe time is ripe for a resurgence of trade unionism in Britain and the 

rue  is gearing itself to help engender that resurgence.

John Monks’

John Monks, the TUC's general secretary from September 1993 was a 

man for whom nobody seemed to have a bad word. Even the anti-union 

policy advisers at 10 Downing Street found it hard to criticise him. 

Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair learnt to treat him with wary respect. 

The trouble for them was that Monks failed to live up to New Labour's 

caricature of a trade union official - reactionary, bureaucratic, pompous 

and opinionated. When Blair denounced the old discredited culture of 

the Labour Movement with its trade union block vote bullies, male- 

dominated cliques and punch-ups by the seaside, it was hard to identify 

Monks with such unseemly spectacles. Monks was - like Blair - an arch 

moderniser, and perhaps a much more substantial one. His New 

Unionism was not a spin-doctor’s sound bite but a vital strategy designed 

to save the TUC and with it British trade unionism from oblivion. From 

the moment of his election. Monks in a thoughtful and credible way 

sought to restore the self-respect, authority and legitimacy of the 

organisation which had been drifting, unloved and irrelevant to the flow 

of events. But he had to do so against many of the currents of a world 

that was growing more hostile and less favourable to the attraction of 

organised labour.
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Monks and the TUC were not alone in trying to reposition and 

modernise trade unionism during the 1990s in what was beccmmg in 

the western world an increasingly post-industrial society. In the United 

States the AFL-CIO under John Sweeney, for example, looked like it 

battling to avoid extinction with less than 9 per cent of workers 

employed in the private sector unionised. Elsewhere trade union 

membership decline may have been less dramatic, but in many 

democratic countries the ranks of organised labour fell, even though 

unlike in the UK - their national trade union centres continued to 

negotiate social dialogues and pacts with governments and cmployet 

associations. The reasons for the contraction of the union.s are wdl| 

known - deindustrialisation, the rise of individualism among younger 

workers, the decline of collectivist values and public policies dcsijjritd 

to support trade unions, the passing away of mass production in much 

of manufacturing in large plants with the increase in small enterprises 

and the emergence of non-standardised forms of work like part-time, 

temporary and contract employment. Rising unemployment also clearly 

weakened trade union organisation. But Monks knew that the decline 

of organised labour was particularly dramatic in Britain between 1У80 

and 1997 with the rundown of former union strongholds like ссг\, 

shipbuilding, steel-making and textiles. Above all, it was the TUC's 

deliberate, if gradual, exclusion from much of public policy-making by 

the Conservatives after May 1979 and the resulting hostile anti-union 

climate in the workplace that had done more than anything else to 

weaken many trade unions and force them into retreat. Monks's 

formidable task in 1993 was to try and reverse that ominous trend, to 

restore confidence and hope to a battered trade union movement and 

create a new positive and realistic agenda for the TUC to pursue in an 

almost totally different world from that of the 1970s.

He was the right man at the right time to take on the job of l UC 

general secretary. Monks was born on 5 August 1945 in Manchester, the 

son of a district parks superviser. He took a degree at Nottingham 

University and was then a management trainee with Plessey tot two 

years. But he felt he was not cut out to be a manager and, seeing a job 

vacancy advertisement in the New Statesman magazine, he applied for a 

post with the TUC. He joined Congress House in September 1969, 

initially to cover production management techniques. But he soon 

found himself spending most of his time working on labour law under 

the canny Ken Graham in the TUC's organisation department during 

the days of the Industrial Relations Act and the Social Contract, fhe 

talent-spotters talked of him  even then in the early 1970s as 'pure goUi'
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in that turbulent decade Monks was the young, moustachioed, prudent 

and discreet trade union diplomat with the task of trying to calm union 

tempers, helping to devise TUC strategies on trade union legislation and 

nudging the hot-heads on the general council in sensible and pragmatic 

directions. It was not surprising that he made a political enemy out of 

the Communist Ken Gill who saw the industrial conflicts of the period 

as part of the endless class struggle. Monks must have needed the 

patience and self-restraint of Job to deal with some of the intractable 

inter-union disputes of those years. One of his particular disappoint­

ments was to see the rejection by print workers of his reform proposals 

in 1977 to modernise national newspaper working practices, even 

though he succeeded in winning the backing of their national leaders. 

Rupert Murdoch's eventual move of his News International printing 

operations to Wapping and the resulting demise of print union power in 

1985-86 was to be the sad but perhaps inevitable consequence that 

flowed from the defeat of Monks's practical programme to ease the pain 

of transition for workers in an industry experiencing profound techno­

logical change.

Behind the scenes Monks was always a force for common sense and 

realism. He was instrumental in drawing up the 1979 codes of conduct 

for the unions in the TUC's concordat with the Labour government, 

recognising the public damage being inflicted on the unions by the 

aggressive bitterness displayed on the picket lines during the 'winter of 

discontent'. As a member of the governing body of the Advisory, 

Conciliation and Arbitration Service he won widespread admiration 

among officials and employers for his focused contributions. It was no 

surprise when he became deputy general secretary under Willis in 

September 1987. But unlike other number twos at Congress House over 

the years, Monks was given a real job to do. He displayed a remarkable 

loyalty to Willis during his five years in the post. But then Monks's style 

is never confrontational. He sought agreement and consensus, but not 

in any easy-going manner. He is a practical and constructive realist. But 

he is ready to take the initiative, set the agenda and push the general 

council in the direction he wants it to go.

Monks launched his New Unionism at the 1996 Congress. As he told 

delegates: 'For seventeen years trade unions have been painted as part 

of Britain's problems. Our challenge is to prove we are part of the 

solution.' 'Trade unionism is at the crossroads', he declared. 'Unless 

public policy changes and above all unless we change we shall be forced 

down the road marked Retreat.'^ At that time the TUC faced the threat 

of yet more hostile industrial relations legislation designed to weaken
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trade unions still further if the Conservatives were to win their 

general election victory. But Monks drew comfort from the poll evidence 

that the centre-left was on the verge of a great general election victory, 

and the Labour Party, under its new dynamic leader Tony Blair, was 

committed to a new fairer balance in the world of work, with the 

promise of new rights for workers and effective means for unions tc 

organise themselves and gain recognition to bargain from emplov'ers.

Monks emphasised the need for the creation of a new organising 

culture inside the trade unions, enabling the launch of successful 

recruitment drives; especially among young workers who were becoming 

increasingly unsympathetic to the idea of becoming union members. A 

TUC organising academy was created to train eager and able young 

people on how to go out and convert workers to trade unionism, 

following the model of the American Federation of Labor and Congress 

of Industrial Organisations (AFL-CIO) in the 1990s. Monks also sought 

to reach out to employers in his 1996 New Unionism launch. ‘Without 

successful companies, we know for sure there is no security, no growth 

and no prospects', he warned, pointing out that the TUC was already 

promoting m in im um  standards agreements with employers. Monks 

called on unions to negotiate deals with companies on workplace 

innovation in their mutual interest.

Even in 1996 he revealed his unrepentant admiration for European 

social market models. He believed that the countries of mainland 

western Europe had proved the effectiveness of the social partnership 

approach to industrial relations over the past 40 years. As early as 1992 

he was arguing that the creation of a fairer balance between employers 

and employees and unions was what characterised the successful 

economies of western Europe based on social dialogues, accords ^ind 

pacts that recognised that trade unions had a legitimate and active lole 

to play in public policy and macro-economic policy coordination. 

'Elsewhere in Europe social protections for individual workers and 

measures to promote worker and trade union consultation rights in 

individual enterprises are an integral part of their industrial cultures', f'C 

argued. 'Indeed, they are a central first step for their strategy for growth. 

Only in Britain, it seems, is there this apparently ideological hostility to 

the very concept of social partners.'-^ Monks was also a firm believer lO 

UK membership of Economic and Monetary union and the comrron 

currency. He led the TUC into a more pro-Euro position than any 

national institution; often to the irritation of Mr Blair's New L a b o u r  
government after May 1997, which adopted a much more caulicu'i 

attitude in the face of a high level of scepticism among the general
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public. Monks wanted the government to take the lead in the battle to 

convert people to UK entry into the Euro. This was an issue on which he 

showed no readiness to waver or tone down the TUC's position. His 

strong belief in UK Euro membership reflected a deep conviction that 

the country and the trade unions should look more and more to the 

social regulations of the EU to humanise and civilise the UK workplace, 

and in doing so help to lessen the impact of the macho individualistic 

approach of the US model, lauded by Gordon Brown, New Labour's 

Chancellor of the Exchequer. Monks believed that the battleground of 

British politics in the twenty-first century would be whether the UK 

would become Americanised or grow more like the European continent 

in the extent of its workplace regulations. There was no doubting on 

which side of the argument Monks stood.

As he told the Unions 21 conference in March 2000, the TUC and its 

member unions must embrace a revived Social Democracy. 'The need to 

ensure orderly change, tame the excesses of the market, reduce inequality, 

provide protection for people at work and a strong welfare state all 

provide the foundation for any modern left of centre politics.' Monks 

added: 'It is the unregulated market that gets people working longer and 

longer hours, that stops people getting a sensible balance between work 

and home, that puts people out of work overnight when mega-mergers 

driven by stock market sentiment take place."* The TUC's modernising 

agenda was not anti-business or dogmatic, but aimed to save business 

from itself and assert democratic priorities over market forces.

In another important shift of direction for the TUC, Monks also 

sought to transform the mainland European concept of social 

partnership into a radical new strategy to drive on the cause of workplace 

modernisation. He aimed to convince employers that the business case 

for cooperating with the unions on such an idea was an overwhelming 

one; that firms who were prepared to negotiate partnership deals with 

unions and workers enjoyed higher profitability and greater productivity 

than those who did not. In a 1997 Congress speech. Monks called for a 

new settlement in the workplace based on his concept of partnership. 

He defined it as meaning 'a determination to maximise areas of 

agreement, a common desire to work to the very highest standards and 

the opportunity to negotiate the best terms and conditions and lay down 

outside the workplace the best social framework’.̂

Partnership means breaking the old-style approach, the employer who

says 'I will pay the smallest wage possible', yes and the employee in

return who says 'I will do as little as 1 can get away with'. Partnership
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means promoting employment security and new slcills for all; it mean<; 

recognising that change is the only constant but that with respect at 

work goes the willingness to change.

'The days when trade unions provided an adversarial opposition force 

are past in industry', said Monks in an interview with the author. ‘We 

have to admit that one of the reasons for the UK's inadequate post-wai 

economic record has been bad industrial relations and trade unions mu-i 

take some of the blame.'®

The positive language used by Monks in support of workplace 

partnerships revealed a clear change in the TUC's attitude, undoubtedly 

helped by the election in May 1997 of a Labour government. But the 

TUC was well aware that there would be no return to the kind of 

relationship it had enjoyed with Labour in office during the 1970s. Tony 

Blair insisted that he would not tolerate a revival of what he characteri5,cd 

as the bad old ways of trade unionism. In his early years in government 

he did not seem to visualise the TUC playing any active or importani 

part in the development of the political economy, and he continued to 

reveal a scepticism about whether the unions had really modernised. 

Perhaps at any moment the union mask would be ripped off and the 

TUC would start making impossible demands on the government.

Blair made his views known on that matter in his first speech to 

Congress as Labour Party leader in 1995 when he sought to define what 

the relationship should be between the trade unions and a Lahnur 

government. As he told delegates:

We have an obligation as a government to listen, as we do to 

employers. You have the right to persuade, as they do, but the 

decisions, however, as you know must rest with us. We will be the 

government and we will govern for the whole nation, not any vested 

interest within it. That will be the distinction between ourselve»; япН 

the present Conservative government.^

Blair warned the TUC then that Labour in power would not be going 

back to the old battles.

There is not going to be a repeal of all Tory trade union laws. It is rot 

what the members want, it is not what the country wants. Ballots 

before strikes are here to stay. No mass or flying pickets. All those 

ghosts of time past - 1 am glad there is a round of applause for that.
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He wanted nothing less than a cultural revolution in the TUC, an end to 

block vote fixing and negative attitudes that had characterised many 

past congresses.

Instead of being a negative force, the unions led by the TUC would 

develop a modernisation agenda, seeking to replace the adversarial 

attitudes and policies of the past with a partnership model which aimed 

to help companies compete more effectively through workplace reor­

ganisation, much more training in new skills, and union cooperation in 

increasing the added value of the enterprise. Monks began to develop a 

more positive relationship with the Confederation of British Industry on 

areas of common interest like training and equal opportunities. The 

degree of TUC modernisation was revealed to the prime minister on 7 

September 1998 when the TUC gave him  a personal presentation on 

what progress the unions had made with their partnership agenda. As 

he wrote in a foreword to the TUC's seminal April 1999 document on 

partnerships:

I endorse the clear message of the TUC that Britain works best when 

unions and employers work together. This important new initiative 

exemplifies the willingness of modern trade unions to seek common 

ground with employers to cooperate to solve shared problems and tc 

improve the lives of the people.*^

The prime minister's speech to a special TUC conference in March 199? 

on such partnerships was seen as his personal support for Monks's Nev 

Unionism strategy. Most of the large affiliate unions accepted th( 

partnership approach, despite some reservations about whether it migh 

lead to destructive competitiveness between them in the search for mon 

members and whether it might strengthen the power of employers b; 

encouraging them to sign up with those unions more compliant thai 

others in meeting the demands of business.

The TUC's attitude to the New Labour government was complicated 

There was less sentimentality about traditional ties. Monks and hi 

colleagues were able to meet and lobby ministers, including Mr Blaii 

but this was not a special relationship. Indeed, the prime ministe 

appeared to give more of his time to wooing big business tycoons lik 

Rupert Murdoch of News International. Some union leaders and official 

were given peerages, other honours, places on public inquiries an 

Working parties. But the patronage for them was never on the scale of th 

1970s. In comparison, business was well rewarded under New Labou 

taking on most of the advisory jobs offered by the government. Onl
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the independent Low Pay Commission reflected the traditional repre 

sentative approach of tripartism, which is perhaps why the introduction 

of the national m inim um  wage turned out to be much more successful 

than the government's bilateral methods of dealing with other 

workplace issues such as the implementation of the working time and 

part-time worker regulations.

But on the other hand, Monks and the TUC were pleased by the 

impressive range of new legal rights acquired by workers and unions 

after 1997. The introduction of the statutory m inimum  wage and thr 

£4 billion Welfare to Work programme for the long-term unemployed 

were both welcome to the TUC. It is true there was a protracted and 

tense round of negotiations through 1997 and 1998 over the exaa 

provisions of the fairness at work legislation. Under pressure from 

employer associations, the government introduced tough clauses into 

the Bill on union recognition, requiring unions to secure affirmative 

support from at least 40 per cent of workers in an agreed bargaining unit 

in order to secure recognition. However, unions were to have automatic 

recognition if they were able to recruit half the workforce. Blair had 

argued that even after the range of legal rights were introduced, Britain 

would have one of the most 'lightly regulated' labour markets in the 

western world, but for the time being the TUC seemed relieved to have 

gained as much as it had. No doubt Monks made substantial progress 

behind the scenes in holding the line and not allowing the govrrnment 

to ignore TUC pressures.

Nonetheless, Monks's irritation with the more unsympathetic attitude 

of some New Labour enthusiasts towards union leaders was occasionally 

made public. He displeased Downing Street when he likened their official 

attitudes towards the TUC to those of 'embarrassed elderly relatives' at 

a family reunion. In June 1998 at the TUC's Fairness at Work conference 

Monks compared the 'kid glove' approach to employers with the hostile 

attitude towards the unions. 'We are cast in the role of stooge - to be 

used as a contrast to New Labour - not modern, not new or fashionable, 

old, in decline, in hock to sectarian politics which resonate with only a 

tiny proportion of the British people'. Monks complained. 'There is little 

public acknowledgement of change in trade unions or of the positive 

partnership role of unions in raising standards of performance as well ss 

terms and conditions of work.'®

In a lecture to the Manchester Statistical Society in February 1999 on 

the future of trade unionism. Monks sought to widen the perspective of 

organised labour.
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Our job is to raise standards, not just of pay and conditions, not jusi 

in treatment but tiie way people do things, the way they relate to each 

other, the quality of their relationships - we want a sense of mutua 

respect, of mutual dependency, of teamwork at its best, to encourag( 

managers to keep the standards that the best seem to set themselve 

and not just take the easy relationships of trust.

'I did my stint as a class-warrior once upon a time'. Monks told hi 

audience. But he added that the TUC had carried out a survey in 198! 

that had showed that workers wanted most of all a feeling of security, bu 

after this they wanted to be held in high regard by the person for whon 

they worked. 'Obvious when you think about it. Nobody likes to wor 

for somebody who thinks they are a clown', he added. 'Everybody want 

to have that sense of respect.T h is is an important element in Monks' 

New Unionism.

But of course at the beginning of a new century there is also a wide 

appreciation of the importance of the TUC and trade unionism. A 

Monks explained in Manchester in 1999, following the collapse of Sovie 

Communism as a political ideology both nationally and internationally

we now live in a world where, for want of a better word, capitalisr 

reigns supreme. There is nowhere it cannot reach. Russia resembles 

cross between McDonald's and the Mafia in terms of values. Chin 

too has made historic compromises.

I'he TUC general secretary believes that in the war of the models toda 

in the UK between the neo-liberal US and the social markets of wester 

Europe, the organisation he leads must identify and campaign for tf 

latter. As Monks explained, the European way has

a sense of mutual reliance, the sense of working together, the sense i 

seeking to eliminate poverty, to have civilised cities, to ensure the ric 

do not get too far out of reach, that wealth is not too conspicuous ar 

that consumption is not too far over the top. These are values whic 

European countries have developed with some pretty good econom 

growth rates. The model in which trade unions will live and breatl 

is the European one, not that of North America, and the sense 

values which we have for the future are European ones, not fro 

North America. It may not be a huge difference when compared 

the divide between the old Soviet Union and the United States, yet
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is a crucial one. It is the difference, I think, of having the room to

breathe and to develop the union perspective for the future.

It was appropriate that Monks set down such thoughts publicly in 1999 

in Manchester, the TUC's birthplace. After a century of successes and 

failures, but of overall undoubted achievement in making Britain a fairer, 

more decent and civilised country in which to live, the TUC's future jr, 

bound up with the wider political economy of Europe. W ith signs of 

union growth once again and a more sympathetic public policy climate 

for trade unions, the TUC under Monks may be at the beginning of a 

lasting revival in the new world of e-commerce and information 

technology. This seems unlikely to take the TUC back to the kind of 

public role it played in the golden age of Social Democracy in the 30 

years after the end of the Second World War. But it could restore the 

TUC as a necessary and effective national institution in facinR the 

challenge of the new world of work.

'We are in the best position for decades to start to grow once , 

Monks told the Unions 21 conference in March 2000. 'But it won't 

happen if we go on as we are.'”  However, while Low's lovable old 

carthorse may have been transmogrified into a leaner and sleeker beast 

suitable for the modern age, the fundamental values of the TUC and tht 

trade union movement it seeks to represent remain as relevant today as 

they were a hundred years ago. The TUC's New Unionism emerged from 

a rich and diverse historical tradition. During the twentieth century, 

from Citrine to Monks, the TUC sought in often difficult circumstances 

to become an Estate of the Realm. In the years between May 1940 and 

May 1979 the TUC established itself as an indispensable institution with 

a coherent and credible participation in the public life of the country. It 

neither claimed nor achieved the position of a full-blown corporatist 

partner in the running of the democratic state, whatever its enemies 

suggested. The TUC remained - for all its undoubted increase in national 

influence and authority - a body beholden to the often divided 

inchoate views and attitudes of its affiliate trade union members

Now, under Monks, the TUC is growing again. Its general secretary is 

developing an ambitious agenda for modernisation based on social 

Europe, partnership with industry and an assertion of workplace rights. 

Whether or not he has strong allies to support him  on the general 

council is perhaps more problematic. But there is really no other way 

forward for the TUC. As Britain increasingly comes to resemble a 

mainland European society, the growth of social rights, social 

partnership and social dialogues will need a stronger and more dec I si vt
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rue . There can be no going back to what is now the lost world of 

labourism. Monks knows this. He believes that most union members 

agree with him . In the never-ending quest for more security and self­

esteem for workers under global capitalism, the TUC has found an 

exciting new role for itself in the twenty-first century.
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