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Recently I have been complaining 
in this column and elsewhere of the 
tendency in the Labour movement 
to mistake mere concentration upon 
the industrial field for essentially 
revolutionary advance. My point was 
that the amalgamation or federation of 
unions, unless carried out by men and 
women with the proper revolutionary 
spirit, was as likely to create new 
obstacles in the way of effective 
warfare, as to make that warfare 
possible. The argument was reinforced 
by citations of what is taking place in 
the ranks of the railwaymen and in the 
transport industry. There we find that 
the amalgamations and federations 
are rapidly becoming engines for 
steam-rollering or suppressing all 
manifestations of revolutionary 
activity, or effective demonstrations 
of brotherhood. Every appeal to take 
industrial action on behalf of a union 
in distress is blocked by insisting 
upon the necessity of “first obtaining 
the sanction of the Executive”, and in 
practice it is found that the process of 
obtaining that sanction is so long, so 
cumbrous, and surrounded with so 
many rules and regulations that the 
union in distress is certain to be either 
disrupted or bankrupted before the 
Executive can be moved. The Greater 
Unionism is found in short to be 
forging greater fetters for the working 
class; to bear to the real revolutionary 
industrial unionism the same relation 
as the servile State would bear to the 
Co-operative Commonwealth of our 
dreams.

This argument of mine, which to many 
people may appear as far-fetched, gains 
new strength from the circumstances 

related by our friend 
Robert Williams of the 
Transport Workers 
Federation, in the 
weekly report of that 
body for the 9 May. 
After describing 
how the Head Line 
Company played with 
the above Federation 
in connection with 
its protest against 
the continued 
victimization of the 
members of the Irish 
Transport Workers Union, and how he 
was powerless to effect anything as the 
other unions involved still continued 
to work the scab ships, he goes on to 
tell of a similar state of affairs in the 
Port of London. The quotation is long, 
but it is so valuable an instructive 
lesson to all your readers that I do 
not hesitate to give it as an ample 
confirmation of my argument.

This week, again, there has been a 
recrudescence of the trouble existing 
between the Seamen’s Union at 
Tilbury and the Anglo-American Oil 
Company. This Company has a fleet 
of oil-tank steamers running between 
America and various ports in this 
country.

As a result of the protest made by the 
crew of the SS Narragansett against the 
chief steward, who acted in the most 
inhumane manner towards one of the 
crew who received a severe injury, this 
Company displaced union men and 
took on Shipping Federation scabs. 
Further than this, they have replaced 
all union men by obtaining Federation 
scabs in ship after ship since the 

commencement of the trouble. On 
Sunday last the Narragansett arrived 
once more at Purfleet, on the lower 
reaches of the Thames, and the Tilbury 
Secretary of the Seamen’s Union, Mr 
E. Potton, naturally commenced to 
hustle. He communicated with Mr 
Harry Gosling, Mr Havelock Wilson, 
and the Secretary of this Federation, 
in order, if possible, to bring pressure 
upon the Company by preventing the 
ship from being bunkered.

After consultation with Messrs 
Gosling and Wilson, the Secretary 
telephoned, and further, wrote the 
Anglo-American Oil Company asking 
them to confer with one or more 
of these three, in order to avoid a 
possible extension of the dispute to 
the ‘coalies’ and the tugboatmen, etc. 
(Purfleet steamers are bunkered from 
lighters). As in the case of the Head 
Line, the Secretary specifically drew 
the attention of the Anglo-American 
Oil Company to the nature of the 
complaints, and also sent a written 
request, following upon a telephone 
message, by a special messenger for the 
purpose of saving time. It should be 
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remembered that the bunkers would 
all be aboard by Tuesday, and this was 
written on Monday. The Secretary was 
not very much surprised, however, 
to receive a reply asking him “what 
exactly the complaints are, and on 
whose behalf they are made”. The 
reply was strangely in keeping with the 
replies received from the Head Line 
Company. The inference is that both 
these replies received inspiration from 
the same source.

We are writing these words in the 
hope that they will be read by all 
those responsible for the guidance 
and control of the Transport Workers 
in all our seaports. On the face of it, 
it seems that the one course of action 
was to call off the men who were 
working on this ship. If the Company 
are asking for a fight, what earthly use 
is it to fight with a portion of your 
men, leaving all the others to render 
service to your enemy? This Company 
has made an open attack on all their 
employees who are members of the 
Seamen’s Union. At the same time 
the cargo of oil was being pumped 
into reservoirs ashore by Trade Union 
engineers, the men employed ashore 
are members of an affiliated Union in 
the Federation, the ship is bunkered 
by members of an affiliated Union, the 
tugboats and lighters are staffed by 
members of an affiliated Union, and 
still we are powerless.

We are not so fatuous as to suggest 
that continuous warfare shall be 
waged by general strikes whenever a 
member considers he has a grievance, 
or whenever an official encounters 
a difficulty, but we feel that we are 
drifting back to the position we were 
in prior to 1911. A Federation with 29 
Unions as its constituents, but with no 
ties more binding than the payment 
of 3d. per member per year, will not, 
and cannot, meet the requirements of 
modern industry. We are responsible 
to a quarter of a million men, and 
the existing methods are utterly 
incapable of protecting them from the 
insidious attacks of the employers. The 
organization that is afraid of making a 
massed attack will experience a series 
of isolated disasters. The workers’ 
organization secures respect and 
consideration in proportion to the 
extent to which it can hamper and 

embarrass the employers against 
whom it is pitted.

When co-operation is sought from 
one Union by another, the men 
involved say – Consult an official. 
The official says “Get the consent of 
my E.C.”. The Executive officers say 
– “Communicate with the Transport 
Workers’ Federation.” The Federation 
waits on the decision of its own 
Executive, and by this inconsequent 
fiddling of time and opportunity, a 
thousand Romes would have burned 
to extinction.

The employers move, strike, move, 
and strike again with the rapidity of 
a serpent, while we are turning about 
and contorting with the facility of an 
alligator. We have at once to determine 
whether the future is to mean for us 
efficiency, aptitude, capacity and life, 
or muddle, incompetence, decay and 
death.

Just what is the real remedy for this 
state of matters, it would be hard to 
say. But it is at least certain that the 
organizations I have been speaking of 
have not discovered the true methods 
of working-class organizations. They 
may be on the road to discovering 
it; they may also be on the road to 
foisting upon the working class a form 
of organization which will make our 
last state infinitely worse than our 
first. It is the old story of adopting 
the letter but rejecting the spirit. The 
letter of industrial concentration 
is now accepted by all trade union 
officials, but the spirit of working-class 
solidarity is woefully absent. Each 
union and each branch of each union 
desires above all things to show a good 
balance sheet, and that that might 
be done every nerve is strained to 
keep their members at work, and in a 
condition to pay subscriptions. Hence 
the pitiful dodges to avoid taking 
sympathetic action in support of other 
unions, and hence also the constant 
victories of the master class upon the 

industrial field.

I have often thought that we of 
the working class are too slow, or 
too loath, to take advantage of the 
experience of our rulers. Perhaps if 
upon all questions of industrial or 
other war we followed more closely 
after them we would be able to fight 
them more successfully. Here is one 
suggestion I make on those lines. I am 
not welded to it, but I would like to see 
it discussed:

In the modern State the capitalist 
class has evolved for its own purposes 
of offence what it calls a Cabinet. 
This Cabinet controls its fighting 
forces, which must obey it implicitly. 
If the Cabinet thinks the time and 
opportunity is ripe for war, it declares 
war at the most favourable moment, 
and explains its reasons in Parliament 
afterwards.

Can we trust any of our members 
with such a weapon as the capitalist 
class trusts theirs? I think so. Can we 
not evolve a system of organization 
which will leave to the unions the 
full local administration, but invest 
in a Cabinet the power to call out the 
members of any union when such 
action is desirable, and explain their 
reasons for it afterwards? Such a 
Cabinet might have the right to call 
upon all affiliated unions to reimburse 
the union whose members were called 
out in support of another, but such 
unions so supported would be under 
the necessity of obeying instantly the 
call of the Cabinet, or whatever might 
be the name of the board invested with 
the powers indicated.

Out of such an arrangement the way 
would be opened for a more thorough 
organization of the working class upon 
the lines of real Industrial Unionism. 
At present we are too much afraid of 
each other. Whatever be our form of 
organization, the spirit of sectionalism 
still rules and curses our class.
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