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    In Industrial Democracy, Sidney Webb and Martha Beatrice Webb trace how the struggle between unregulated market power and organized collective action shapes the constitution of work, asking whether the factory, workshop, and office can be governed by rules that are as deliberative and accountable as those of a political commonwealth, and whether the institutions formed by workers themselves can transform wages, hours, and conditions from matters of private bargaining into public standards, negotiated, administered, and revised through procedures that bind both sides while preserving liberty, fostering efficiency, and diffusing conflict across an industrial society that treats labor as a commodity to be priced rather than a voice to be heard.

First issued in 1897, this landmark work of social inquiry and industrial relations situates itself primarily in the United Kingdom’s late Victorian workplaces, where large-scale production, craft traditions, and expanding services collided with new forms of association. The authors write as investigators and reform-minded scholars, assembling evidence from union rulebooks, minutes, and official inquiries to map the institutions through which employees and employers attempted to regulate employment. Without relying on rhetoric, they present a study that straddles economics, sociology, and law, attentive to practice as much as theory, and alert to the way rules emerge from negotiation as well as from statute.

The premise is straightforward: if politics has parliaments and councils, industry has unions and associations, and these bodies make, interpret, and enforce rules that determine livelihoods. The Webbs examine how such organizations recruit members, elect officers, distribute benefits, conduct strikes and negotiations, establish standard rates, and participate in conciliation and arbitration. The voice is measured and patient, often procedural in its detail, yet animated by a quiet conviction that institutional design matters. Readers encounter careful case material and sustained analysis rather than polemic, a style that rewards close attention and invites comparison across trades without presuming a single formula for every shop.

Central themes revolve around legitimacy and consent in the workplace: who sets the terms of employment, by what authority, and through what procedures. The analysis probes the limits of individual bargaining where power is unequal, and it weighs the virtues and costs of setting common standards for wages and hours against an appeal to unrestricted contract. It considers how rights and duties are recorded, enforced, and revised inside voluntary associations, and how these interact with courts and government. The book treats the workshop as a governed community, asking how representation, accountability, and due process can be designed to temper coercion and arbitrate conflict.

Much of the book’s distinctive power lies in its attention to organization: constitutions, committees, dues, benefit funds, and the everyday work of administration that makes collective bargaining possible. The Webbs show how solidarity is sustained through rules that discourage free riding, how local branches coordinate with national executives, and how procedures for ballots, audits, and appeals create trust. They analyze the material foundations of action—subscriptions, strike pay, legal defense—and the constraints these impose. Rather than romanticize conflict, they study how discipline, deliberation, and record-keeping enable movements to outlast crises, and how institutional memory turns scattered grievances into negotiable, enforceable claims.

For contemporary readers, its relevance is practical as well as historical. Debates about platform work, subcontracting, and global supply chains revisit the same questions of representation, coverage, standard-setting, and enforcement that the Webbs cataloged in another era. The idea that the employment relationship is governed by rules, not just prices, remains central to discussions of minimum standards, sectoral bargaining, and fair procedures at work. The book’s method—reasoned comparison across trades, close reading of rules, and attention to incentives—offers tools for evaluating new institutions without nostalgia, and for asking how participation and accountability might be built into emerging forms of employment.

Approached today, Industrial Democracy reads as both blueprint and archive, a sustained argument about institutions and a compendium of practices tested in the workshops of a particular time and place. Its durability comes from clarity about mechanisms and humility about circumstances: the Webbs describe what organizations did, how they evolved, and which procedures enabled cooperation to persist. Readers need no prior expertise to follow the logic, only patience for detail and an interest in how rules govern everyday life. By reconstructing the architecture of collective voice, the book equips new generations to think concretely about justice, order, and power at work.
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    Industrial Democracy (1897) by Sidney Webb and Martha Beatrice Webb is a comprehensive analysis of British trade unionism and the regulation of labor in the late nineteenth century. Building on their earlier historical survey, the authors assemble case materials, rules, and reports to describe how workers collectively shape wages, hours, and shop discipline. They frame a central question: if political democracy governs the state, by what arrangements do employees participate in governing industry? The book advances a systematic account of collective bargaining, union governance, and industrial rule-making, treating these as institutional responses to the inadequacies of unregulated competition in the labor market.

The Webbs begin by distinguishing the principal functions of trade unions. One is mutual insurance, offering benefits for unemployment, sickness, and other risks to stabilize membership and resources. The other is regulative, in which unions seek to establish and maintain standard rates, reasonable hours, and safeguards at work. Through detailed descriptions of rules and practices across trades, they show how organization counteracts wage cutting and arbitrary discipline. Without dramatization, the narrative emphasizes that collective regulation arises from everyday shop-floor problems, disputes about effort and pay, and the need to limit opportunism, rather than from abstract theory or singular political ambitions.

Turning to wages, the authors examine the machinery of standard-setting. They analyze day rates, piecework price lists, sliding scales linking pay to market indices, and the insistence on a uniform standard to prevent undercutting. They explore how relative bargaining strength, density of organization, and skill distinctions influence outcomes and tactics. Attention is given to the drafting of detailed lists, the measurement of effort, and the administration of allowances and bonuses. The discussion illuminates why unions prefer clear, published terms that apply to all within an occupation or district, and how consistency in enforcement is crucial to sustaining negotiated standards.

On collective bargaining, the book traces how agreements are made, recognized, and enforced. It documents procedures for deputations, grievance handling, and the role of joint committees, conciliation boards, and voluntary arbitration in settling disputes. Strikes and lockouts are treated as constitutional instruments within a larger framework of rules, funds, and authorizations designed to reduce risk and disorder. The Webbs evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of voluntary machinery, its susceptibility to deadlock, and the conditions under which written agreements can prevent recurrent quarrels. Their analysis balances practical description with attention to the creation of stable norms for continuing cooperation.

A major theme is the internal constitution of unions. The authors map membership requirements, branch structures, delegate conferences, and executive authority, considering how rules distribute power between localities and the center. They examine elections, referenda, and accountability of paid officials, alongside the financial controls that underwrite benefits and strikes. Questions of discipline and minority rights—how decisions bind dissenters, when sanctions apply, and how rules are interpreted—are addressed as problems of justice as well as efficiency. Unions appear as miniature polities: they legislate, administer, adjudicate, and tax, offering a practical demonstration of representative procedures adapted to industrial purposes.

The Webbs situate union action within the wider framework of law and public regulation. They review how statutory protections, inspection, and legal recognition affect bargaining, and how unions sometimes seek to extend their negotiated rules through legal enactment. Proposals for compulsory arbitration are weighed against voluntary methods, with attention to the risks of suppressing initiative or entrenching unfair terms. The book develops the idea of industrial jurisprudence—a body of workplace rules, customs, and precedents that resembles public law in scope and detail. This jurisprudence makes possible routine cooperation while setting boundaries to unilateral employer authority and individual competition.

Industrial Democracy closes by articulating what it means to extend democratic principles to the organization of work. Without relying on rhetoric or simple formulas, the authors present trade unions and collective bargaining as evolving institutions that create order, voice, and predictability in modern industry. Their synthesis—empirical, methodical, and comparative—became foundational for later debates about minimum standards, representation, and the relationship between the state and organized labor. The book’s enduring resonance lies in its careful depiction of how rules emerge from conflict and compromise, and in its invitation to view industrial life as a domain requiring constitutional design and civic participation.
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    In late Victorian Britain, rapid industrialization and urban growth created new concentrations of workers in factories, docks, railways, and utilities. By the 1890s, the United Kingdom possessed a dense network of trade unions and employers associations, a national Trades Union Congress, and an active Board of Trade mediating disputes. Within this setting, Sidney Webb and Martha Beatrice Webb, leading figures in the Fabian Society and cofounders of the London School of Economics in 1895, undertook a systematic study of labor organization. Industrial Democracy, published in 1897 after their History of Trade Unionism, engages this institutional landscape to examine how workers collectively govern and bargain in modern industry.

The legal environment had recently shifted. The Trade Union Act 1871 recognized unions as lawful, and the Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act 1875 limited criminal conspiracy charges in labor disputes. The Employers and Workmen Act 1875 replaced penal sanctions with civil remedies in contract breaches. Factory and Workshop Acts, culminating in the 1895 statute, expanded regulation of hours and conditions. The Conciliation Act 1896 encouraged voluntary boards and empowered the Board of Trade to facilitate mediation. Industrial Democracy analyzes collective bargaining under these statutes, considering how legality, conciliation machinery, and workplace regulation shaped the tactics and internal governance of unions and employers.

Economic conditions also framed the Webbs analysis. The long downturn from the mid-1870s into the 1890s depressed prices and intensified competition, while the Second Industrial Revolution fostered larger enterprises in steel, engineering, and shipping. National markets and expanding railways knit industries together, and employer combinations tested the boundaries of competition law, as seen in Mogul Steamship Co. v McGregor, Gow and Co. in 1892. Against this backdrop, Industrial Democracy explores how bargaining power is organized and exercised, and how collective agreements, sliding scales, and standard rates emerge amid volatile markets and increasingly coordinated employer resistance to wage and hour demands.

Labor unrest in the late 1880s transformed British trade unionism. The matchwomen's strike at Bryant and May in 1888 and the London Dock Strike of 1889, led by figures such as Ben Tillett and Tom Mann, signaled the rise of new unions among unskilled and semi-skilled workers. The Gasworkers and General Labourers Union, founded in 1889 by Will Thorne, spread the eight-hour day demand. These developments broadened the labor movement beyond craft exclusivity and energized the Trades Union Congress. Industrial Democracy situates its analysis within this New Unionism, tracing how mass membership, strike funds, and disciplined organization altered the dynamics of collective bargaining.

The Webbs wrote amid a burgeoning culture of social investigation. Charles Booth's Life and Labour of the People in London, published in parts from 1889, applied statistical and fieldwork methods to urban poverty, and Beatrice Webb contributed research to Booth's inquiry. The Royal Commission on Labour, appointed in 1891, amassed extensive evidence on wages, hours, and organization across industries, reporting in 1894. Industrial Democracy draws upon such documentation, along with union rules, minutes, and case records, to construct a comparative, empirical account. Its method reflects the emerging social sciences, including the mission of the newly founded London School of Economics to link research and public policy.

Local-government reform provided another arena shaping labor relations. The Local Government Act 1888 and the creation of the London County Council in 1889 expanded municipal responsibilities, including education and public works. Sidney Webb served on the London County Council from 1892 and chaired its Technical Education Board, advancing vocational training. Municipal ownership of utilities became a practical question in cities. Industrial Democracy reflects this administrative turn by weighing voluntary agreements against statutory standards and institutional oversight, considering how public bodies, arbitration boards, and departmental rules might stabilize industrial relations while protecting a minimum level of conditions negotiated by organized labor.

Political organization of labor was in flux as the book appeared. The Independent Labour Party formed in 1893 to secure working-class representation, while socialist currents, including the Fabian Society, pressed for gradual legislative reform. The Trades Union Congress in 1899 endorsed creating a dedicated parliamentary organization, leading to the Labour Representation Committee in 1900. Writing just before this consolidation, the Webbs examined the interplay between industrial action and political strategies without presuming a settled party vehicle. Industrial Democracy therefore captures a transitional moment, when unions were testing both workplace negotiation and emergent political leverage to institutionalize wages, hours, and procedural safeguards.

Industrial Democracy is characteristic of its age in its confidence in documentation, administration, and incremental reform, and critical of laissez-faire assumptions that left employment relations to market contingencies. Published before landmark developments such as the Taff Vale decision of 1901 and the Trade Disputes Act 1906, it nonetheless anticipates debates over union liability, legal enforceability of agreements, and the role of the state in buttressing collective bargaining. By systematizing the practices and principles of trade union government and negotiation, the work reflects the late Victorian movement toward organized social policy and offers a considered critique of the era’s industrial order.
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In the local trade clubs of the eighteenth century,, 
democracy appeared in its simplest form. Like the citizens^ 
of Uri[1] or Appenzell[2] * the workmen were slow to recognise 
any other authority than " the voices " of all concerned! 
The members of each trade, in general meeting assembled] 
themselves made the regulations, applied them to particular 
cases, voted the expenditure of funds, and decided on 
such action by individual members as seemed necessary 
for the common weal. The early rules were accordingly 
occupied with securing the maintenance of order and 
decorum at these general meetings of " the trade " or 
"the body." With this view the president, often chosen 
only for the particular meeting, was treated with great 
respect and invested with special, though temporary, 

• Copyright in the United States of America, 1896, by Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb. 


	The eariy Trade Union general meetings have, indeed, many interesting

resemblances, both in spirit and in form, to the "Landesgemeinden[3]," or general 
meetings of all citizens, of the old Swiss Cantons. The best description of these 
archaic Swiss democracies, as they exist to-day, is given by Eugene Rambert[4] in 
his work Les Alpes Suisses: Etudes Jlistoriqties et Nationales (Lausanne, 1889[5]). 
J. M. Vincent[6]'s State and Federal Government in Switzerland (Baltimore, 189 1[7]) 
is more precise and accurate than any other account in the English language. 
Freeman's picturesque reference to them in The Growth of the English Constitu- 
tion (London, 1872) is well known. 

4 Trade Union Structure 

authority. Thus the constitution of the London Society 
of Woolstaplers, established 1785, declares "that at every 
meeting of this society a president shall be chosen to 
preserve the rules of decorum and good order; and if any 
member should not be silent on due notice given by the 
president, which shall be by giving three distinct knocks on 
the table, he shall fine threepence; and if any one shall in- 
terrupt another in any debate while addressing the president, 
he shall fine sixpence; and if the person so fined shall 
return any indecent language, he shall fine sixpence more; 
and should any president misconduct himself, so as to cause 
uproar and confusion in the society, or shall neglect to 
enforce a strict observance of this and the following article, 
he shall be superseded, and another president shall be chosen 
in his stead. -The president shall be accommodated with 
his own choice of liquors, wine only excepted." ^ And the 
Articles of the Society of Journeymen Brushmakers, to 
which no person was to be admitted as a member " who is 
not well-affected to his present Majesty and the Protestant 
succession, and in good health, and of a respectable char- 
acter," provide " that on each evening the society meets there 
shall be a president chosen from the members present to 
keep order; to be allowed a shilling for his trouble; any 
member refusing to serve the office to be fined sixpence.' If 
any member dispute on politics, swear, lay wagers, promote 
gambling, or behave otherwise disorderly, and will not be 
silent when ordered by the chairman, he shall pay a fine of 
a shilling." ^ 

The rules of every old society consist mainly of safe^ 
guards of the efficiency of this general meeting. Wjiilst, 
political or religious wrangling, seditious sentiments or soiigs^ 
cursing, swearing, or obscene language, betting, wagering, 
gaming, or refusing to keep silence were penalised by fines, 
elaborate and detailed provision was made for the entertain- 

1 The Artkles of the London Society of Woolstaplers (London, 1813). 
' Articles of the Society of Journeymen Brushmakers, held at the sign of the 
Craven Head, Drury Latie (London, 1806). 
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nient of the members. Meeting, as all clubs did, at a public- 
house in a room lent free by the landlord, it was taken as 
a matter of course that each man should do his share of 
drinking. The rules often prescribe the sum to be spent at 
each meeting: in the case of the Friendly Society of Iron- 
founders, for instance, the meniber's monthly contribution in 
1 809 was a shilling " to the box," and threepence for liquor, 
" to be spent whether present or not." The Brushmakqrs 
provided " that on every meeting night each member shall 
receive a pot ticket at eight o'clock, a pint at ten, and 
no more."^ And the Manchester Compositors resolved 
in 1826 " that tobacco be allowed to such members of this 
society as require it during the hours of business at any 
meeting of the society." * 

Afterthe president, the most important oflficers were, 
accordingly, the stewards or marshalmen, two or four members 
usually chosen^ by rotation. Their duty was, to use the 
words of the Cotton-spinners, " at every meeting to fetch all 
the liquor into the committee room, and serve it regularly 
round ; * and the members were, in some cases, " forbidden 
to drink out of turn, except the officers at the table or 
a member on his first coming into the town." * Treasurer 

1 The account book of the little Preston Society of Carpenters, whose mem- 
bership in 1807 averj^ed about forty-five, shows an expenditure at each meeting 
of 6s. to 7s. 6d. As late as 1837 the rules of the SteSin-Engine Makers' 
Society provided that one-third of the income — fourpence out of the monthly 
contribution of a shilling — " shall be spent in refreshments. ... To prevent 
disorder no person shall help himself to any drink in the club-room during club 
hours, but what is served him by the waiters or marshalmen who shall be 
^(ipointed by the president every club night." Some particulars as to the dying 
away of this custom are given in our History if Trade Unionism, pp. 185, 186; 
see also the article by Pro£ W. J. Ashley on "Journeymen's clubs," in Political 
Science Quarterly, March 1897. 


	MS. Minutes of the Manchester Typographical Society, 7th March 1826.

' Articles, Rules, Orders, and Regulations made and to be observed by and 
between the Friendly Associated Cotton-spinners within the township of Oldham 
(Oldham, 1797: reprinted 1829). 

♦ Friendly Society of Ironfounders[11], Rules, 1809. The Rules of the Liverpool 
Shipwrights' Society of 1784 provided also "that each member that shall call for 
drink without leave of the stewards shall forfeit and pay for the drink they call for 
to the stewards for the use of the box. . . . That the marshalmen shall pay the over- 
plus of drink that comes in at every monthly meeting more than allowed by the 
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there was often none, the scanty funds, if not consumed 
as quickly as collected, being usually deposited with the 
publican who acted as host. Sometimes, however, we 
have the archaic box with three locks, so frequent 
among the gilds; and in such cases members served 
in rotation as " keymasters[12], or, as we should now say, 

^Jiajstees, Thus the Edinburgh Shoemakers provided that 
" the keymasters shall be chosen by the roll, beginning at 
the top for the first keymaster, and at the middle of the 
roll for the youngest keymaster, and so on until the roll 
be finished. If any refuse the keymaster, he shall pay 
one shilling and sixpence sterling." ^ The ancient box of 
the Glasgow Ropemakers' Friendly Society (established 
1824), elaborately decorated with the society's "coat of 
arms," was kept in the custody of the president, who was 
elected annually.* Down to within the last thirty years 
the custom was maintained on the " deacons' choosing[13]," 
or annual election day, of solemnly transporting this box 
through the streets of Glasgow to the house of the new 
president, with a procession of ropespinners headed by a 
piper, the ceremony terminating with a feast. The keeping 
of accounts and the writing of letters was a later develop- 
mentj and when a clerk or secretary was needed, he had 
perforce to be chosen from the small number qualified for 

ithe work. But there is evidence that the early secre- 
taries served, like their colleagues, only for short periods, 

society; and no member of this society is allowed to call for or smoak tobacco 
during club hours in the club room; for every such offence he is to forfeit and 
pay fourpence to the stewards for the use of the box." — Articles to he obseroed ty 
a Society of Shipwrights, or the True British Society, all Freemen (Liverpool, 
1784), Articles 8 and 9. 

1 Articles of the Journeymen Shoemakers of the City of Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 
1778) — a society established in 1727. 

^ Articles and Regulations of the Associated Jiopemaker^ Friendly Society 
(Glasgow, 1836), repeated in the General Laws and Regulations of the Glasgow 
Ropemakers' Trade Protective and Friendly Society (Glasgow, 1 884). The members-j 
of the Glasgow Typographical Society resolved, in 1823, "that a man be pro- 
vided on election nights to carry the box from the residence of the president to the 
place of meeting, and after the meeting to the new president's house." — MS. 
Minutes of general meeting, Glasgow Typographical Society, 4th October 1823. 
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and occupied, moreover, a position very subordinate to the! 
president. 

Even when it was necessary to supplement the officers 
by some kind of committee, so far were these infant demo-j 
cracies from any superstitious worship of the ballot- box.j 
that, although we know of no case of actual choice by lot,*j- 
the committee-men were usually taken, as in the case, of the' 
Steam-Engine Makers' Society[10], " in rotation as their names 
appear on the books." * "A fine of one shilling," say the 
rules of the Southern Amicable Union Society of Wool- 
staplers, " shall be levied on any one who shall refuse to serve 
on the committee or neglect to attend its stated meetings, 
. . . and the next in rotation shall be called in his stead." ° 
The rules of the Liverpool Shipwrights declared " that the 
committee shall be chosen by rotation as they stand in the 
books; and any member refusing to serve the office shall 
forfeit ten shillings and sixpence."* As late as 1843 we 
find the very old Society of Curriers resolving that for this 
purpose " a list with three columns be drawn up of the 
whole of the members, dividing their ages as near as possible 
in the following manner: the elder, the middle-aged and the 
young; so that- the experience of the elder and the sound 

1 The selection of officers by lot was, it need hardly be said, frequent in 
primitive times. It is interesting to find the practice in the Swiss " Landes- 
gemeinden." In 1640 the " Landesgemeinde " of Glarus began to choose eight 
candidates for each office, who then drew lots among themselves. Fifty years 
later Schwyz followed this example. By 1793 the " Landesgemeinde " of Glarus 
was casting lots for all offices, including the cantonal secretaryship, the steward- 
ships of dependent territories, etc. The winner often sold his office to the 
highest bidder. The practice was not totally abolished until 1837, and old men 
still remember the passing round of the eight balls, each wrapped in black cloth, 
seven being silvern and the eighth gilt. — Les Alpes Suisses: j&tudes Historiques 
el Nationala, by Engine Rambert (Lausanne, 1889), pp. 226, 276. 


	Jiules of the Steam-Engine Makers' Society, edition of 1837.

' Rules of the Southern Amicable Union of jVoelstaplers (London, 1837). 


	Articles to be observed by the Association of the Friendly Union of Shipwrights,

instituted in Liverpool on Tuesday, nth November 1800 (Liverpool, 1800), Rule 
19. The London Sailmakers resolved, in 1836, "that from this evening the 
calling for stewards shall begin from the last man on the committee, and that 
ftom and after the last steward the twelve men who stand in rotation on the 
book do form the committee." — MS. Minutes of general meeting, 26th September 
1836. 
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judgment of the middle-aged will make up for any deficiency 
on the part of the young." ' In some cases, indeed, the 
members of the committee were actually chosen by the 
officers. Thus in the ancient society of Journeymen Paper- 
makers, where each " Grand Division " had its committee of 
eight members, it was provided that " to prevent imposition 
part of the committee shall be changed every three months, 
by four old members going out and four new ones coming 
in; also a chairman shall be chosen to keep good order, 
which chairman, with the clerk, shall nominate the four 
new members which shall succeed the four old ones." ^ 
' ^The early trade club was thus a democracy of the most 
rudimentary type, free alike from permanently differentiated 
officials, executive council, or representative assembly. 
The general meeting strove itself to transact all the 
business, and grudgingly delegated any of its functions 
either to officers or to committees. When this delegation ■ 
could no longer be avoided, the expedients of rotation 
and short periods of service were used " to prevent im- 
position " or any undue influence by particular members. 
In this earliest type of Trade Union democracy we find, in 
Ifaqt, the most childlike faith not only that "all men are 
l^qual," but also that " what concerns all should be decided 
by all[1q]." 

It is obvious that this form of democracy was compatible 
only with the smallest possible amount of business. But it 
was, in our opinion, not so much the growth of the financial 
and secretarial transactions of the unions, as the exigencies of 

• MS. Minutes of the London Society of Journeymen Curriers, January 1843. 

' Rules and Articles to be observed by the Journeymen Papermakers throughout 
iB«^/a»</(i823), Appendix 18 to Report on Combination Laws[9], 1825, p. 56. The 
only Trade Union in which this example still prevails is that of the Flint Glass 
Makers, where the rules until lately gave the secretary " the power to nominate 
a central committee (open to the objection of the trade), in whose hands the 
executive power of the society shall be vested from year to year." — Rules and 
Regulations of the National Flint Glass Makers' Sick and Friendly Society (Man- 
chester, 1890). This has lately been modified, in so far that seven members are 
now elected, the central secretary nominating four " from the district in which 
he resides, but open to the objection of the trade." — Rule 67 (Rules, reprinted 
with additions, Manchester, 1893). 
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their warfare with the employers, that first led to a departure 
from this simple ideal. Th e legal an d social persecutionr^fo^ 
which Trade Unionists were subject, at any rate up to 1824, 
made secrecy and promptitude absolutely necessary for sue- 1 
cessful operations; and accordingly at all critical times we 
find the direction of affairs passing out of the hands of the 
general meeting into those of a responsible, if not a repre- 
sentative, committee. Thus the London Tailors, whose 
militant combinations between 1720 and 1834 repeatedly 
attracted the attention of Parliament,^ had practically two 
constitutions, one for peace and one for war. In quiet times, 
the society was made up of little autonomous general meet- 
ings of the kind described above at the thirty " houses of 
call " in London and Westminster. The organisation for war, 
as set forth in 1 8 1 8 by Francis Place[8], was very different: 
" Each house of call has a deputy, who on particular occasions 
is chosen by a kind of tacit consent, frequently without its 
being known to a very large majority who is chosen. The 
deputies form a committee, and they again choose, in a 
somewhat similar way, a very small committee, in whom, 
on very particular occasions, all power resides, from whom 
all orders proceed, and whose commands are implicitly 
obeyed; and on no occasion has it ever been known that 
their commands have exceeded the necessity of the occasion, 
or that they have wandered in the least from the purpose 
for which it was understood they were appointed. So perfect 
indeed is the organisation, and so well has it been carried 
into effect, that no complaint has ever been heard; with so 
much simplicity and with so great certainty does the whole 
business appear to be conducted that the great body of 
journeymen rather acquiesce than assist in any way in it." ^ 
Again, the protracted legal proceedings of the Scottish Hand- 

1 See the interesting Se/eci Documents illustrating the History of Trade 
Unionism: I. The Tailoring Trade, edited by F. W. Galton (London, 1896), 
being one of the " Studies " published by the London School of Economics 
and Political Science. 


	The Gorgon, No. 20, 3rd October 1818, reprinted in The Tailoring Trade

by F. W. Galton, pp. 153, 154- 

VOL. I - B 2 
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loom Weavers, ending in the great struggle when 30,000 
looms from Carlisle to Aberdeen struck on a single day 
(lOth November 1 8 1 2), were conducted by an autocratic com- 
mittee of five, sitting in Glasgow, and periodically summoning from all the districts delegates who carried back to their 
constituents orders which were implicitly obeyed.^ | Before 
the repeal of the Combination Laws in 1824, the enlfployers 
in all the organised trades complained bitterly of these " self- 
appointed" committees, and made repeated attempts to 
scatter them by prosecutions for combination or conspiracy! 
To this constant danger of prosecution may be ascribed 
some of the mysteiy which surrounds the actual constitution" 
of these tribunals gout .their appearance on the scene when- 
ever"an emergency calle^ ioi strong action was a necessary 
consequence of the failure of the clubs to provide any con- 
stitutional authority of a representative characteni 

So far we have dealt principally with trade clubs confined 
to particular towns or districts. When, in any trade, these 
local clubs united to form a federal union, or when one of 
them enrolled members in other towns, government by a 
j general meeting of " the trade," or of all the members, became impracticable.^ Nowadays some kind of representa- 

1 Evidence before the House of Commons Committee on Artisans and 
Machinery, 1824, especially that of Richmond. 


	A branch of a national union is still governed by the members in general

meeting assembled; and for this and other reasons, it is customary for several 
separate branches to be established in large towns where the number of members 
becomes greater than can easily be accommodated in a single branch meeting- 
place. Such branches usually send delegates to a district committee, which thus 
becomes the real governing authority of the town or district. But in certain 
unions the idea of direct government by an aggregate meeting of the trade still so 
far prevails that, even in so large a centre as London, resort is had to huge mass 
meetings. Thus the London Society of Compositors will occasionally summon 
its ten thousand members to meet in council to decide, in an excited mass 
meeting, the question of peace or war with their employers. And the National 
Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives, which in its federal constitution adopts a 
large measure of representative institutions, still retains in its local organisation 
the aggregate meeting of the trade as the supreme governing body for the district. 
The Shoemakers of London or Leicester frequently hold meetings at which the 
attendance is numbered by thousands, with results that are occasionally calamitous 
to the union. Thus, when in 1891 the men of a certain London firm had 
impetuously left their work contrary to the agreement made by the union with 
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tive institutions would seem to have been inevitable at this 
stage. But it is significant to notice how slowly, reluctantly, 
and incompletely the Trade Unionists have incorporated ir 
their constitutions what is often regarded as the specifically 
Anglo-Saxon form of democracy — the elected representative! 
assembly, appointing and controlling a standing executive. 
Until the present generation, no Trade Union had ever 
formed its constitution on this model. It is true that in the 
early days we hear of^ meetings of delegates from local ^ 

the employers, their branch called a mass meeting of the whole body of /the 
London members (seven thousand attending), which, after refusing even to hear 
the union officials, decided to support the recalcitrant strikers, with the result 
that the employers " locked out " the whole trade. (^Monthly Report of the 
National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives, November 1 891.) In 1893 the 
union executive found it necessary to summon at Leicester a special delegate 
meeting of the whole society to sit in judgment on the London members who 
had decided, at a mass meeting, to withdraw from- the national agreement to 
submit to arbitration. The circular calling the delegate meeting contains a vivid 
description of the scene at this mass meeting: " The hall was well filled, and 
Mr. Judge, president of the union, took the chair. From the outset it was soon 
found that the rowdy element intended to ^ain prevent a hearing, and thus make 
it impossible for our views to be laid before the bulk of the more intelligent and 
reasonable members. ... If democratic unions such as ours are to have the 
meetings stopped by such proceedings, ... if the members refuse to hear, and 
insult by cock-crowing and cat-calls their own accredited and elected executive, 
then it is time that other steps be taken." The delegate meeting, by 74 votes to 
9, severely censured the London members, and reversed their decision (Circular of 
Executive Committee, 14th March 1893: Special Report of the Delegate 
Meeting at Leicester, 17th April 1893). In most unions, however, experience 
has shown that in truth "aggregate meetings" are "aggravated meetings," and 
has led to their abandonment in favor of district committees or delegate meetings. 


	In the History of Trade Unionism, p. 46, we described the Hatters as holding in 1772, 1775, and 1777, "congresses" of delegates from all parts of the

country. Further examination of the evidence (House of Commons Journals, 
vol. xxxvi.; Place MS. 27,799-68; Committee on Artisans and Machinery) 
inclines us to believe that these " congresses," like another in 1816, comprised 
only delegates from the various workshops in London. We can discover 
no instance during the eighteenth century of a Trade Union gathering made up 
of delegates from the local clubs throughout the country. But though the con- 
gresses of the Hatters probably represented only the London workmen, their 
" bye-laws " were apparently adopted by the clubs elsewhere, and came thus to 
be of national scope. Similar instances of national regulation by the principal 
centre of a trade may be seen in the "resolutions" addressed "to the Wool- 
staplers of England" by the London Society of Woolstaplers, and in the 
" articles to be observed by the Journeymen Papermakers throughout England," 
formulated at a meeting of the trade at large held at Maidstone. In the loose 
alliances of the local clubs in each trade, the chief trade centre often acted, in 
fiict, as the "governing branch." 
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clubs to adopt or amend the " articles " of their association. 
A "deputation" from nine local societies of Carpenters 
met thus in London in 1827 to form the Friendly Society 
of Operative House Carpenters and Joiners, and similar 
meetings were annually held to revise the rules and 
adjust the finances of this federation. It would have 
been a natural development for such a representative 
congress to appoint a standing committee and executive 
ofificers to act on behalf of the whole trade. But when 
between 1824 and 1840 the great national societies of 
that generation settled down into their constitutions, the 
congress of elected representatives either found no place at 
all, or else was called together only at long intervals and for 
strictly limited purposes. In no case do we see it acting 
as a permanent supreme assembly. The Trade Union met 
the needs of expanding democracy by some remarkable 
experiments in constitution-making. 

"C^^'The first step in the transition from the loose alliance of 
separate local clubs into a national organisation was the 
appointment of a seat of government or " governing branch.". 
The members residing in one town were charged with 
the responsibility of conducting the current business of the 
whole society, as well as that of their own branch. The 
branch ofificers and the branch committee of this town accord- 
ingly became the central authority.' Herft again the Ip aHing 
i dea was not so much to_ get a gover nment that wa iu-rpprp- 

' In some of the more elaborate Trade Union constitutions formulated between 
1820 and 1834 we find a hierarchy of authorities, none of them elected by the 
society as a whole, but each responsible for a definite part of the common admini- 
stration. Thus The Rules and Articles to be observed by the Journeymen Paper- 
makers m 1823 provide "that there shall be five Grand Divisions throughout 
England where all money shall be lodged, that when wanted may be sent to 
any part where emergency may require." These " Grand Divisions " were the 
branches in the five principal centres of the trade, each being given jurisdiction 
over all the mills in the counties round about it. Above them all stood " No. i 
Grand Division " (Maidstone), which was empowered to determine business ot 
too serious a nature to be left to any other Grand Division. This geographical 
hierarchy is interesting as having apparently furnished the model for most of the 
constitutions of the period, notably of the Owenite societies of 1833-1834, including the Builders' Union and the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union ifself. 
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sentative of the socie ty as to make e ach sectio n take its turn 
at the privileges ami bu rdens~of~admin istratioa The seat 
of government was accordingly always changed at short) 
intervals, often by rotation. Thus the Steam-Engine Makers' 
rules of 1826 provide that " the central branch of the society 
shall be held alternately at the different branches of this 
society, according as they stand on the books, commencing 
with Branch No. i, and tihe secretary of the central branch 
shall, after the accounts of the former year have been balanced, 
send the books to the next central branch of the society." ^ 
In other cases the seat of government was periodically deter- 
mined by vote of the whole body of members, who appear 
usually to have been strongly biassed in favor of shifting it 
from town to town. The reason appears in this statement 
by one of the lodges of the Ironfounders: " What, we ask, 
has been the history of nearly every trade society in this 
respect? Why, that when any branch or section of it has 
possessed the governing power too long, it has become care- 
less of the society's interests, tried to assume irresponsible 
powers, and invariably by its remissness opened wide the 
doors of peculation, jobbery, and fraud." * 

The institution of a " governing branch " had the advantagQ 
of being the cheapest machinery of central administration^ 
that could be devised. By it the national union secured, 
its executive committee, at no greater expense than a small 
local society.^ And so long as the function of the national 

The same geographical hierarchy was a feature of the constitution of the Southern 
Amicable Society of Woolstaplers until the last revision of rules in 1892. In only 
one case has a similar hierarchy survived. The United Society of Brushmakers, 
established in the eighteenth century, is still divided into geographical divisions 
governed by the six head towns, with London as the centre of communication. 
The branches in the West Riding, for instance, are governed by the Leeds com- 
mittee, and when in 1892 the Sheffield branch had a strike, this was managed by 
the secretary of the Leeds branch. 

I Rule 19; rules of 1826 as reprinted in the Annual Report for 1837. 

' Address of the Bristol branch of the Friendly Society of Ironfounders to the 
members at large (in Annual Report for 1849). 

' Both the idea of rotation of office, and that of a local governing branch, can 
be traced to the network of village sick-clubs which existed all over England in 
the eighteenth century. In 1824 these clubs were described by a hostile critic as 
" under the management of the ordinary members who succeed to the several offices 
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executive was confined to that of a centre of communication 
between practically autonomous local branches, no alteration 
in the machinery was necessary. The duties of the secretary, 
like those of his committee, were not beyond the competence 
of ordinary artisans working at their trade and devoting only 
their evenings to their official business. But with the multir 
plication of branches and the formation of a central fund, the 
secretarial work of a national union presently absorbed the 
whole time of a single officer, to whom, therefore, a salary 
jjad to be assigned. As the salary came from the common 
fund, the right of appointment passed, without question, from 
the branch , rneeting to " the voices " of the whole body of 
members. ( Thus the general secretary was singled out for a 
unique positiofi: alone among the officers of the union he 
was elected by the whole body of members. \ Meanwhile the 
supreme authority continued to be " the TOfees." Every pro-, 
position not covered by the original " articles," together with 
all questions of 'peace and war, was submitted to the votes 
of the members.^ But this was not all. Each branch, in 

in rotation; frequently without being qualified either by ability, independence, or 
impartiality for the due discharge of their respective offices; or under the control 
of a standing committee, composed of the most active and often the least eligible 
members residing near i he place of meeting." — The Constitution cf Friendly Societies 
upon Legal and Scientific Principles, by Rev. John Thomas Becher (2nd edition, 
London, 1824), p. 50, 

Comparing small things with great, we may say that the British Empire is 
administered by a " governing branch," The business common to the Empire as 
a whole is transacted, not by imperial or federal officers, but by those of one part 
of the Empire, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland; and they are 
supervised, not by an Imperial Diet or Federal Assembly, but by the domestic 
legislature at Westminster. 

' The very ancient United Society of Brushmakers, which dates from the early 
part of the eighteenth century, retains to this day its archaic method of collecting 
" the voices." In London, said to be the most conservative of all the districts, no 
alteration of rule is made without " sending round the box " as of yore. In the 
society's ancient iron box are put all the papers relating to the subject under dis- 
cussion, and a member out of employment is deputed to carry the box from shop 
to shop until it has travelled " all round the trade." When it arrives at a shop, 
all the men cease work and gather round; the box is opened, its contents are read 
and discussed, and the shop delegates are then and there instructed how to vote 
at the next delegate meeting. The box is then refilled and sent on to the next 
shop. Old minutes of 1829 show that this custom has remained unchanged, down 
to the smallest detail, for, .at any rate, a couple of generations. It is probably 
nearly two centuries old. 
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general meeting assembled, claimed the right to have any 
proposition whatsoever submitted to the vote of the society 
as a whole. And thus we find, in almost every Trade Union 
which has a history at all, a most instructive series of experi- 
ments in the use, misuse, and limitations of the Referendum[15]^ 

Such was the typical Trade Union constitution of the 
last generation. In a few cases it has survived, almost 
unchanged, down to the present day, just as its pre- 
decessor, the archaic local club governed by the general 
meeting, still finds representatives in the Trade Union 
world. But wherever an old Trade Union has maintained 
its vitality, its constitution has been progressively modified, 
whilst the most powerful of the modern unions have been 
formed on a different pattern. An examination of this 
evolutionary process will bring home to us the transitional 
character of the existing constitutional forms, and give us 
valuable hints towards the solution, in a larger field, of the 
problem of uniting efficient administration with popular 
control. 

We have already noted that, in passing from a local tSN 
a national organisation, the Trade Union unwittingly left 
behind the ideal of primitive democracy. The setting apart j 
of one man to do the clerical work destroyed the possibility of 
equal and identical service by all the members, and laid the 
foundation of a separate governing class. The practice of 
requiring members to act in rotation was silently abandoned^ 
Once chosen for his post, the general secretary could rely with 
confidence, unless he proved himself obviously unfit or grossly 
incompetent, on being annually re-elected. Spending all 
day at office work, he soon acquired a professional expert- 
ness quite out of the reach of his fellow- members at 
the bench or the forge. And even if some other member 
possessed natural gifts equal or superior to the acquired 
skill of the existing officer, there was, in a national organisa- 
tion, no opportunity of making these qualities known. The 
general secretary, on the other hand, was always adver- 
tising his name and his personality to the thousands of 
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members by the printed circulars and financial reports, which 
became the only link between the scattered branches, and 
afforded positive evidence of his competency to perform 
the regular work of the office. With every increase in the 
society's membership, with every extension or elaborationy 
of its financial system or trade policy, the position of the 
salaried official became, accordingly, more and more sequrej^ 
"The general secretaries themselves changed with the develop 
ment of their office. The work could no longer be 
efficiently performed by an ordinary artisan, and some 
preliminary office training became almost indispensable^ 
The Coalminers, for instance, as we have shown in t5uf- 
description of* the Trade Union world, have picked their 
secretaries to a large extent from a specially trained section, 
the checkweigh-men[14].^ The Cotton Operatives have even 
adopted a system of competitive examination among the 
candidates for their staff appointments." In other unions any 
candidate who has not proved his capacity for office work 
and trade negotiations would stand at a serious disadvantage 
in the election, where the choice is coming evpry /day to be 
confined more clearly to the small class of minor officials. 
The paramount necessity of efficient administration has 
co-operated with this permanence in producing a progressive 
differentiation of an official governing class, more and more 
marked off by character, training, and duties from the bullT 
^ the members. The annual election of the general 
secretary by a popular vote, far from leading to frequent 
rotation of office and equal service by all the members, 
has, in fact, invariably resulted in permanence of tenure 
exceeding even that of the English civil servant. It is^ 
accordingly interesting to notice that, in the later rules 
of some of the most influential of existing unions, the 
ipractical permanence of the official staff is tacitly recognised 
(by the omission of all provision for re-election. Indeed, the 

1 History of Trade Unionism, p. 291. 

2 Ibid. p. 294; see also the subsequent chapter on ' ' The Method of Collective 
Bargaining," where a specimen examination paper is reprinted. 
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Amalgamated Association of Operative Cotton-spinners goes 
so far as expressly to provide in its rules that the general 
secretary " shall continue in office so long as he gives satis- 
faction." ^ 

While everything was thus tending to exalt the position^ 
of the salaried official, the executive committee, under whose 
direction he was placed, being composed of men working at 
their trade, retained its essential weakness. Though modi- 
fied in unimportant particulars, it continued in nearly all the 
old societies to be chosen only by one geographical sectionj 
of the members. At first each branch served in rotation as 
the seat of government. This quickly gave way to a system 
of selecting the governing branch from among the more 
important centres of the trade. Moreover, though the desire 1 
periodically to shift the seat of this authority long manifested 
itself and still lingers in some trades,* the growth of anj 
official staff, and the necessity of securing accommodation 
on some durable tenancy, has practically made the head-f 
quartgrs— stationary, even if the change has not been ex-j 
pressly recorded in the rules. Thus the Friendly Society 
of Ironfounders has retained its head office in London since 
1 846, and the Friendly Society of Operative Stonemasons 
since 1883. The United Society of Boilermakers, which 
long wandered from port to port, has remained in Newcastle 
since 1880; and finally" settled the question in 1888 by 
building itself palatial offices on a freehold site.' Here again 

^ Rule 12 in the editions of Rules of 1891 and 1894. 

' Notably the Plumbers and Irondressers. In 1877 a proposal at the general 
council of the Operative Bricklayers' Society to convert the executive into a shifting one, changing the headquarters every third year, was only defeated by a casting vote. — Operative Bricklaytrf Society Trade Circular, September 1877. 

^ Along with this change has gone the differentiation of national business from 
that of the branch. The committee work of the larger societies became more than 
could be undertaken, in addition to the branch management, by men giving only 
their evenings. We find, therefore, the central executive committee becoming a 
body distinct from the branch committee, sometimes (as in the United Society of 
Operative Plumbers) elected by the same constituents, but more usually by the 
members of all the branches within a convenient radius of the central office. Thus 
the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters gives the election to the members within 
twelve miles of the head office— that is, to the thirty-five branches in and near 
Manchester— and the Friendly Society of Ironfounders to the six branches of the 
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^the deeply -rooted desire on the part of Trade Union demo- 
icrats to secure to each section an equal and identical share 
«n the government of the society has had to give way before 
>the necessity of obtaining e fficient ad ministration. In ceasing to be movable the executive committee lost even such , 
moral influence over the general secretary as was conveyedj^ 
by an express and recent delegation by the remainder of the 
society. The salaried official, elected by the votes of all the 
members, could in fact claim to possess more representative 
authority than a committee whose functions as an executive 
depended merely on the accident of the society's offices being 
built in the town in which the members of the committee 
happened to be working. In some societies, moreover, 
the idea of Rotation of Office so far survived that the 
committee men were elected for a short term and disqualified 
for re-election. Such inexperienced and casually selected 
I^^QSEmittees of tired manual workers, meeting only in the 
evening, usually found themselves incompetent to resist, or 
even to criticise, any practical proposal that might be brought 
forward by the permanent trained professional whom they 
were supposed to direct and control.^ 

In face of so weak an executive committee the most 
obvious check upon the predominant power of the salaried 
officials was the elementary device of a written constitution. 
The ordinary workman, without either experience or imagina- 
tion, fondly thought that the executive government of a 
great national organisation could be reduced to a mechanical 
obedience to printed rules. Hence the constant elaboration 
of the rules of the several societies, in the vain endeavor to 
leave nothing to the discretion of officers or corhmittees. It 
was an essential part of the faith of these primitive democrats 
that the difficult and detailed work of drafting and amendindf 

London district. In the United Society of Boilennakeis, down to 1897, the 
twenty lodges in the Tyne district, each in rotation, nominated one of the seven 
members of which the executive committee is composed. 

• The only organisation, outside the Trade Union world, in which the execu- 
tive committee and the seat of government are changed annually, is, we believe,' 
the Ancient Order of Foresters, the worldwide federal friendly society. 
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these rules should not be delegated to any partkular person 
or persons, but should be undertaken by " the body " or " the 
trade " in general meeting assembled.^ 

When a society spread from town to town, and a meeting 
of all the members became impracticable, the " articjes-i^ere 
settled, as we have mentioned, by a meeting ofSelegates, and 
any revision was undertaken by the same body. Accordingly, 
we find, in the early history of such societies as the Iron- 
founders, Stonemasons, Carpenters, Coachmakers, and Steam- 
Engine Makers, frequent assemblies of delegates from the 
different branches, charged with suppTementing or revising 
the somewhat tentative rules upon which the society had 
been based. But it would be a serious misconception to 
take these gatherings for " parliaments," with plenary power 
to determine the policy to be pursued by the society. The 
delegates came together only for specific and strictly limitedv 
purposes. Nor were even these purposes left to be dea^ 
with at their discretion. In all cases that we know of th6 
delegates were bound to decide according to the votes 
already taken in their respective branches. In many 
societies the delegate was merely the vehicle by which" 
" the voices " of the members were mechanically con- 
veyed. Thus the Friendly Society of Operative Stone- 
masons, at that time the largest and most powerful Trade 

1 This preference of Trade Unionists for making their own rules wall remind 
the political student that " direct legislation by the people " has an older and 
wider history with regard to the framing and revising of constitutions than with 
regard to ordinary legislation. Thus, already in 1779 the citizens of Massa- 
chusetts insisted on asserting, by popular vote, that a constitution should be 
fiamed, and equally on deciding that the draft prepared should be adopted. In 
1818 the Connecticut constitution included a provision that any particular 
amendment to it might be submitted to the popular vote. In Europe the first 
constitution to be submitted to the same ordeal was the French constitution of 
1793, which, though adopted by the primary assemblies, never came into force. 
The practice became usual with regard to the Swiss cantonal constitutions after 
the French Revolution of 1830, St. Gall leading the way in July 1831. See the 
elaborate treatise of Charles Borgeaud on The Adoption and Amendment 0/ 
Constitutions (London, 1895); Bryce's The American Commonwealth (London, 


	^i)i); and Le Referendum en Suisse hy Simon Deploige (Brussels, 1892), of
	

which an English translation by C. P. Trevelyan and Lilian Tomn, with 
additional notes and appendices, will shortly be published by the London 
School of Economics and Political Science. 
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Union, held annual delegate meetings between 1834 and 
1839 foi" the sole purpose of revising its rules. How limited 
was the power of this assembly may be judged from the 
following extract from an address of the central executive; 
" As the delegates are about to meet, the Grand Committee 
submit to all lodges the following resolutions in reference to 
the conduct of delegates. It is evident that the duty of 
delegates is to vote according to the instructions of the majority' 
of their constituents, therefore they ought not to propose any 
^e33ure unl ess r ecommended by the Lodges or Districts 
they rej3fese§%-^ To effect this we propose the following 
resolutions: that each Lodge shall furnish their delegates! 
with written instructions how to vote on each question thq^ 
diave taken into their consideration, and that no delegate 
shall vote in opposition to his instructions, and when it 
Appears by examining the instructions there is a majority 
for any measure, it shall be passed without discussion." ^ The 
^felegate meeting of 1838 agreed with this view. All lodges 
were to send resolutions for alterations of rules two months 
before the delegate meeting; they were to be printed in the 
Fortnightly Return, and discussed by each lodge; the delegate 
was then to be instructed as to the sense of the members by 
a majority vote; and only if there was no decided majority 
on any point was the delegate to have discretion as to his 
vote. But even this restriction did not satisfy the Stone- 
masons' idea of democracy. In 1837 the Liverpool Lodge 
demanded that " all the alterations made in our laws at the 
grand delegate meeting" shall be communicated to all the 
lodges " for the consideration of our society before they are 
printed." ' The central executive mildly deprecated such a 
course, on the ground that the amendment and passing of 
the laws would under those circumstances take up the whole 
time of the society until the next delegate meeting came 
round. The request, however, was taken up by other 

• Stonemason/ Fortnightly Return, May 1836 (the circular issued fortnightly 
to all the branches by the executive committee). 
2 Ibid. May 1837. 
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branches, and by 1844 we find the practice established of 
making any necessary amendment in the rules by merely 
submitting the proposal in the Fortnightly Return, and adding! 
together the votes taken in each lodge meeting. A similarl 
change took place in such other great societies as the Iron- 
founders, Steam-Engine Makers, and Coachmakers. The 
great bulk of the members saw no advantage in incurring 
the very considerable expense of paying the coach fares of 
delegates to a central town and maintaining them there at 
the rate of six shillings a day,^ when the introduction of 
penny postage made possible the circulation of a fortnightly 
or monthly circular, through the medium of which their 
votes on any particular proposition could be quickly and 
inexpensively collected. The delegate meeting became, in 
fact, superseded by the Referendum[2q]." 

By the term Referendum the modern student of political, 
institutions understands the submission to the votes of the ' 
whole people of any measure deliberated on by the repre- 
sentative assembly. Another development of the same prin- 
ciple is what is called the Initiative, that is to say, the right of 
a section of the community to insist on its proposals being 
submitted to the vote of the whole electorate. As a repre-| 
sentative assembly formed no part of the earlier Trade Union 
constitutions, both the Referendu m and theljoitiative-took 
with them the crudest shape. Any new rule or amendment 
of a rule, any proposed line of policy or particular application^ 
of it, might be straightway submitted to the votes of all the 


	In 1838 a large majority of the lodges of the Friendly Society of Operative

Stonemasons voted " that on all measures submitted to the consideration of our 
Society, the number of members be taken in every Lodge for and against such a 
measure, and transmitted through the district Lodges to the Seat of Government, 
and in place of the number of Lodges, the majority of the aggregate members to 
sanction or reject any measures." — Fortnightly Return, 19th January 1838. 

^ It is interesting to find that in at least one Trade Union the introduction of 
the Referendum is directly ascribed to the circulation in England between 1850 and 
i860 of translations of pamphlets by Rittinghausen and Victor Consid^rant. It is 
stated in the Typographical Circular for March 1889, that John Melson, a Liver- 
pool printer, got the idea of " Direct Legislation by the People " from these 
pamphlets, and urged its adoption on the union, at first unsuccessfully, but at the 
1861 delegate meeting virith the result that the Referendum was adopted as the 
future method of legislation. 
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members. Nor was this practice of consulting the members 
confined to the central executive. Any branch might equally 
have any proposition put to the vote through the medium of 
the societ3r's official circular. And however imperfectly the 
question was framed, however inconsistent the result might 
be with the society's rules and past practice, the answer re- 
turned by the members' votes was final and instantly operative. 

,n"hose who believe that pure democracy implies the direct 

^Hecision, by the mass of the people, of every question as it 
arises, will find this ideal realised without check or limit in the 

iiistory of the larger Trade Unions between 1834 and 1870. 

i The result was significant and full of political instruction. 


	Whenever the union was enjoying a vigorous life we find, to
	

begin with, a wild rush of propositions. Every active branch 
had some new rule to suggest, and every issue of the official 
circular was filled with crude and often inconsistent projects 
of amendment. The executive committee of the United 
Kingdom Society of Coachmakers, for instance, had to put 
no fewer than forty-four propositions simultaneously to the 
vote in a single circular.^ It is difficult to convey any 
adequate idea of the variety and, in some cases, the absurdity 
of these propositions. To take only those recorded in the 
annals of the Stonemasons between 1838 and 1839; ^^ 
have one branch proposing that the whole society should go 
in for payment by the hour, and another that the post of 
general secretary should be put up to tender, " the cheapest 
to be considered the person elected to that important 
office." ^ We have a delegate meeting referring to a vote of 
the members the momentous question whether the central 
executive should be allowed " a cup of ale each per night," 
and the central executive taking a vote as to whether all the 
Irish branches should not have Home Rule forced upon 
them. The members, under fear of the coming Parliamentary 

1 Quarterly Report, June l85o. 

^ The sale of public offices by auction to the highest bidder was a frequent 
incident in the Swiss " Landesgemeinden " of the seventeenth century. Sec 
Eugine Rambert's Les Alpes Suisses: Etudes ffistoriques et Nationales, p. 225. 
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inquiry, vot^ the abolition of all "regalia, initiation, and 
pass-words," but reject the proposition of the Newcastle 
Lodge for reducing the hours of labor " as the only method 
of striking at the root of all our grievances." The central 
executive is driven to protest against " the continual state of 
agitation in which the society has been kept for the last ten 
months by the numerous resolutions and amendments to 
laws, the tendency of which can only be to bring the laws 
and the society intb disrespect." ^ As other unions come to 
the same stage in development, we find a similar result. 
" It appears eviderjt," complains the executive committee of 
the Friendly Soci'ity of Ironfounders, " that we have got into 
a regular propo? tigji-in^ni^. One branch will make propo- 
sitions^simpIyL cause another does; hence the absurd and 
ridiculous propositions that are made." ^ The system worked 
most disastrously in connection with the rates of contributions 
anffjBenefits. It is not surprising that the majority of work- 
jnen -shouLd have beeri unable to appreciate the need for 
^xpert„.advice on these points, or that they should have 
disregarded all actuarial considerations. Accordingly, we^ 
find the members always reluctant to believe that the rate 
of contribution must be raised, and generally prone to listen 
to any proposal for extending the benefits — a popular bias 
which led many societies into bankruptcy. Still more dis- 
integrating^ in its tendency was fiie disposition to appeal to 
t:he^TOtes.of-the-m^iibers against the'executive decision that 
particular individuals werejneligible for certain benefits. In 
tlieTrnifgd"Kingc(om Society of Coachmakers, for instance, 
we find the executive bitterly complaining that it is of no 
use for them to obey the rules, and rigidly to refuse accident 
benefit to men who are suiifering simply from illness; as in 
almost every case the claimant's appeal t.o the members, 
backed by eloquent circulars from his friends, has resulted 
in the decision being overruled.* The Friendly Society of 

^ .Fortnightly Return, July 1838. 

' Ironfounders' Monthly Report, April 1855. 


	United Kingdom Society of Coachmakers' Quarterly Report, September 1859.
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Ironfounders took no fewer than nineteen votes in a single 
year, nearly al! on details of ben^t administration.^ And 
the executive of the Ston^nlasonriiaa early occasion to 
protest against the growing practice under which branches, 
preparatory to taking a vote, sent circulars throughout the 
society in support of their cfeims to the redress of what they 
deemed to be personal grievances.^ 

The disadvantages of a free resort td) the Referendum 
soon became obvious to thoughtfiil Trade T(Jnionists. It stands 
to the credit of the majority of the men^bers that wild and 
absurd propositions were almost uniformly rejected; and in 
many societies a similar fate became cus \)mary in case of 
any proposition that did not emanate froi \ the responsible 
executive.* The practical abandonment "q)f the Initiative 
ensued. Branches got tired^f^ending up proposals which 
uniformly met with defeat. But the right of the whole 
body of members themselves to decide every question as 
it arose was too much bound up with their idea of 
democracy to permit of its being directly abrogated, or even 
expressly criticised. Where the practice did not die out 
from sheer weariness, it was quietly got rid of in other ways. 
In one society after another the central executive and the 
general secretary — the men who were in actual contact with 
the problems of administration — silently threw their influence 
against the practice of appealing to the members' vote. Thus 
the executive committee of the United Kingdom Society of 
Coachmakers made a firm stand against the members' habit 
of overruling its decision in the grant of benefits under the 
[rules. The executive claimed the sole right to decide who 
wias eligible under the rules, and refused to allow discontented 
claimants to appeal through the ofificial circular. This caused 
great and recurring discontent; but the executive committee 

> Report for 1869. 


	Fortnightly Return, 1 8th Janiftry 1 849.

' The political student will be reminded of the very small number of cases 
in which the Initiative in Switzerland has led to actual legislation, even in 
cantons, such as Ziirich, where it has been in operation for over twenty years. 
See Stiissi, Referendum und Initiative im Canton Zurich. 

Primitive Democracy 25 

held firmly to their position and eventually maintained it. 
When thirteen branches of the Operative Bricklayers' Society 
proposed in 1868 that the age for superannuation should 
be lowered and the office expenses curtailed, the general 
secretary bluntly refused to submit such inexpedient proposals 
to the members' vote, on the excuse that the question could 
be dealt with at the next delegate meeting.* The next step 
was to restrict the number of opportunities for appeals on 
any questions whatsoever. The Coachmakers' executive 
announced that, in future, propositions would be put to the 
vote only in the annual report, instead of quarterly as hereto- 
fore, and this restriction was a few years later embodied in 
the rules.* Even more effectual was the enactment of a rulej 
throwing the expense of taking a vote upon the branch whichl 
had initiated it, in case the verdict of the society proved to', 
be against the proposition.' Another device was to seize the' 
occasion of a systematic revision of rules to declare that no | 
proposition for their alteration was to be entertained for a 
specified period: one year, said the General Union of Car- 
penters in 1863; three years, declared the Bookbinders' 
Consolidated Union in 1869, and the Friendly Society of 
Operative Stonemasons in 1878; ten years, ordained the] 
Operativ e Brid clayers' Society in 1889.* Finally, we have'^ 
the Re ferendumj abolished altogether, as regards the making^ 
or^alteration of rules. In 1866 the delegate meeting of the_ 
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters decided that the execu- 
tive should " not take the votes of the members concerning 
any alteration or addition to rules, unless in cases of great 
emergency, and then only on the authority of the General 
Council."* In 1878 the Stonemasons themselves, who forty 
years previously had been enthusiastic in their passion for 
voting on every question whatsoever, accepted a rule 


	Monthly Circular, April 1868.

	Quarterly Report, November 1854; Rules of 1857.

' Rules of the Associated Blacksmiths' Society (Glasgow, 1892), and many 
others. 


	Monthly Report, October 1889.

' Monthly Circular, April 1866. 
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wtrfch confined the work of revision to a specially elected 
committee. 

Thus we see that half a century of practical experience 
[of the Initiative and the Referendum has led, not to its 
extension, but to an ever stricter limitation of its application. 
iThe attempt to secure the participation of every member in 
/the management of his society was found to lead to in- 
stability in legislation, dangerous unsoundness of finance, and 
"general weakness of administration. The result was the early 
abandonment of the Initiative, either by express rule or through 
the persistent influence of the executive. This produced a 
further shifting of the balance of power in Trade Union con- 
stit>itions. When the ri^ht qf jputtin^ guestions to the-A tote 
"Ca me practically to be confins djto theexecutive, the(Referen- 
,(m m ceased to provide the members with any effectiv e control. 
If the executive could choose the issues to be submitted, the 
occasion on which the question sh9irid-bft.gHjt, and the form in 
judiich it should be couched, the^eferendum/far from supplying any counterpoise to the exectrttvej^ was soon found to be 
an immense addition to its power. Any change which the 
executive desired could be stated in the most plausible 
terms and supported by convincing arguments, which almost 
invariably secured its adoption by a large majority. Any 
executive resolution could, when occasion required, thus be 
given the powerful moral backing of a plebiscitar^vofe.* 
The reliance of Trade Union democrats on the^ Referendum 
resulted, in fact, in the virtual exclusion of the generafbody 
of members from all real share in the government. And 

' Mr. Lecky points out (Democracy and Liberty, vol. i. pp. 12, 31, 32) how, 
in France, " successive Governments soon learned how easily a plebiscite vote 
could be secured and directed by a strong executive, and how useful it might 
become to screen or justify usurpation. The Constitution of 1795, which founded 
the power of the Directors; the Constitution of 1799, which placed the executive^ 
power in the hands of three Consuls elected for ten years; the Constitution of i!o2, 
which made Buonaparte Consul for life, and again remodelled the electoral system; 
the Empire, which was established in 1804, and the additional Act of the Con- 
stitution promulgated by Napoleon in 1815, were all submitted to a direct popular 
vote." The government of Napoleon III., from 1852 to 1870, was ratified by 
four separate plebiscites. See also Laferri^re, Constitutions de la France depuis 
fj8g; Jules Clire, Histoire du Souffrage Universel. 
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when we remember the practical subordination of the" 
executive committee to its salaried permanent officer, we 
shall easily understand that the ultimate effect of such a 
Referendum as we have described was a further strengthen- 
i ng of th e^ in fluence of the general secretary. who^raf?e3~tHe^ 
propositions, wrote the arguments in support of them, and 
edited the official circular which formed the only means 
of communication with the members. , 

We see, therefore, that almost every influence in the' 
Trade Union organisation has tended to magnify and con-i 
solidate the power of the general secretary. |lf democracy 
could furnish no other expedient of popular control than the- 
mass meeting, the annual election of public officers, the 
Initiative and the Referendum, Trade Union history makes 
it quite clear that the mere pressure of a dnnnigtrative needs 
w ould inevitably result in ^ the genera^ body of citizens losin g 
all ef fective control over th e government.^ It would not Se 
difficult to point to influential Irade Unions at the present 
day which, possessing only a single permanent official, have 
not progressed beyond the stage of what is virtually a 
personal dictatorship. But it so happens that the very 
development of the union and its business which tends, as 
we have seen, to increase the influence of the general 
secretary, calls into existence a new check upon his personal 
authority. If we examine the constitution of a bank or joint 
stock company, or any other organisation not formed by the 
working clas^Ke shall find it almost invariably the rule that 
the chief exe^R^e officers are appointed, not by the members 
at large, but by the governing committee, and that these 
officejp are allowed a free hand, if not absolute power, in the 
choice and dismissal of their- subordinates. Any other plan, 
it is contended, would seriously detract from the efficient 
working of the organisation. Had the Trade Unions 
j,adopted this course, the^^ne^jJ^-^cretary would have 
been absolutely supreme. But working-class organisations 
in England have, almost v#lhout exception, tenaciously 
clung to the direct elec^n of all officers by the general 
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body of members. Whether the post to be filled be 
that of assistant secretary at the head office or distrijcf 
delegate to act for one part of the_counil3!:,Jli£LJCn^jnber 
have jealously- retained'Therji^pl^^^ent^in-jh^^ 
nri3ie-foger trade iooeties" of fhe^ present day^lHF genera 
secretary finds himself, therefore, at the head, not of a staff o) 
docile subordinates who owe office and promotion to himself, 
but of a number of separately elected functionaries, each 
holding his appointment directly from the members at large.' 
Any attempt at a personal dictatorship is thus quickly 
checked. There is more danger that friction and personal 
jealousies may unduly weaken the administration. But the 
usual outcome is the close union of all the salaried officials 
to conduct the business of the society in the way they think 
best. Instead of a personal dictatorship, we have, therefore, 
a closely combined and practically irresistible bureaucracy. 
^ Under a constitution of this type the Trade Union 
may attain a high degree of efficiency. The United Society 
of Boilermakers and Ironshipbuilders (established 1832; 
membership in December 1896, 40,776) is, for instance, 
admittedly one of the most powerful and best conducted of 
English trade societies. For the last twenty years its career, 
alike in good times and bad, has been one of continuous 
prosperity. For many years past

	" Among the well-organised Coalminers of the North of


	Report of Conference, 23rd September 1893, i" Northumberland Miner!
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	During the great strike in 1893 the Conference met eight times in six
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	It is interesting to notice that in the country in which the "sovereignty of


CHAPTER III THE UNIT OF GOVERNMENT


Table of Contents



OPS/text/00001.jpg
SIDNEY WEBB,
MARTHA
BEATRICE WEBB

|
Il II II II
M
miomom
i

lIl L

DEM OCRACY






OPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





