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Bontents of No. 47 January 1965

We asked a well-known authority on industrial management to
initiate a discussion of freedom in work. This issue is devoted to
his views. We would like readers to pursue the subject from an
anarchist point of view and to let us have their opinions by March
for publication in a subsequent issue.
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Universities and College H
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JAMES GILLESPIEYS ESSAY IS NOT LIKELY TO PLEASE EVERYONE! Most
managers will regard his ideas as a threat to their right to manage.
Industrial workers will view them as the sales-talk of industrial concilia-
tion. Industrialists will see him as an anarchist, and anarchists will
see him as an apologist for half-measures. But to categorise him in this
way would be to miss the point of his arguments.  

If anyone can claim to have seen manufacturing industry from every
angle, it is the author of this essay. He has been a thirteen-year-old
labourer, apprentice machine-hand, time-study man, shop steward, strike
leader, works manager and management consultant. In this last capa-
city he has written a number of books on industrial organisation:
Training in Forernanship and Management, Dynamic Time and Motion
Study, Engineering Reorganisation, Foandry Organisation and Man-
agement, Production Eýiciency Manual for Trade Unionists, Principles
of Rational Management, and Free Expression in Industry.

The last of these books was so radical and original in its approach
to the question of industrial management that it virtually ended its
authorôs career as a consultant. Firms were unwilling to pay for the
advice of a man whose opinions were unacceptable to them because they
challenged all their preconceptions about the role of managers and the
rights of workers. There were, however, exceptions. A handful of
manufacturers in the Birmingham area adopted Gillespieôs ñfree group
theory "1 and attempted to apply it in their works. When I met one of
these B1rm1ngham industrialists-ðan active socialist and Quaker, not a
typical manufacturer, certainly, he was full of enthusiasm at the way in
which the adoption of Gillespieôs suggestions had changed the whole
atmosphere of his factory. Mr. Gillespie touches on this experience in
hrs essay,_and 1t 1s to be hoped that a full account of it will be published.

The 1dea of ñ 1ndustrial democracy ò has taken many forms over the
last hundred yearsð-varying from schemes of co-partnership and co-
ownership, which as Mr. óGillespie points out ñ seldom have more than
a superýcial effect if unaccompanied by individual direct involvement
in the managing process ò, to the plans of the Guild Socialists for
national guilds and the demands of the syndicalists for workersô control.

Taken at face value, all these aspirations have failed, in that they
have not changed the structure of industry in this country. Fifty years
ago in their paper ñ Why the Self-Governing Workshop Has Failed "'1
Sldney and Beatrice Webb attributed this failure not to any defects in
the characters of the people involved, nor even to lack of adequate
capital, but to three leading disadvantages which they saw in practically
all the then recorded experiments: ñ The group of workmen who make
a particular commodity, though they may know all the technical pro-
cesses of their industry, do not seem able, when they control their own
Änte_rpl1_'1se, to secure 1n _a_ h1gh degree, elther (1) adequate workshop

1sc1p me, or (11) the requ1s1te knowledge of the market, or (iii) sufýcient.
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alacrity in changing processes ò. The Webbs regarded these factors as
inherent drawbacks rather than as ñ accidental or remediable defects _ò.
and they thought that the future of this kind of expenment lay m
associations of producers working for a ñtied ò market of &SSOC13.lL10I'.lS
-of consumers which provided capital and was represented on _the com-
rnittee of management. (In other words the relat1onsh1p whrch ex1sts
betewcn those co-operative co-partn_ersh1ps federated _m the _ Co-opera-
tive Productive Federauon and certam reta1l co-operauve soc1et1es.)

Similarly the efforts of syndicalist movements to propagate workersô
control as a revolut1onary objectrve have always met witla the d1lemrna
which Geoffrey Ostergaard summed up 1n the words: To be effcctrve
as defensive organisations the unions needed _to embrace _as many
workers as possible and this inevitably led to a d1lut1on of the1r revolu-
tionary objectives. In practice, the syndicalists were faced with the
choice of unions which were either reformist and purely defensive or
revolutionary and largely ineflôect1ve.ò

But in spite of every discouraging experience, the idea which some
call ñindustrial democracy ò, and others call ñ workersô control ò.. and
which Mr. Gillespie would call ñfree work in fellowship ò, does not die.
Every aspect of this aspiration still has its advocates and eager experi-
mentersðwhether in the form of independent workers who want to
build it from the bottom up, or of enlightened employers who are as
much interested in making things as in making proýts, or of trade
unionists who are anxious to put the idea of workersô control back on
the agenda.

What distinguishes the modern discussion of this issue is a certain
sobriety of tone which forswears the luxury of revolutionary rhetoric in
order to concentrate on the actual steps forward in the present situation.
One aspect of this is the increasing advocacy of the ñ collective contract
system ò some examples of which are discussed by Mr. Gillespie, and
another is the revival of the notion canvassed in the ýrst two decades of
this century by the syndicalists and guild socialists of ñ encroaching
control ò. Thus in reporting the Nottingham conference, Tony Topham
notes that ñthere were too many preliminary problems of deýnition
and understanding, for an agreed set of speciýc demands for encroaching
control to be formulated, though there were many references to such
things as the right to hire and ýre, the right to determine speed of work,
the right to control expenditure and policy in welfare and safety matters,
etc?" The American writer Daniel Bell has stressed the same aspect:
"ó If there is any meaning to the idea of workersô control, it is controlè-
in the shop-ðover the things which directly affect his work-a-day life:
the rhythms, pace, and demands of work; a voice in the setting of
equitable standards of pay; a check on the demands of the hierarchy
over him.òô"ô Or as Ken Alexander puts it more positively, ñ And it is
from workersò desire to change the character of their livesðworking

1- Tony Topham: ñ Conference-Reportò T.-he Week 30/7 /64.
2-Daniel Bell: The End of Ideology (1960).
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,1e;gur'Â__,n1ar the motive power for social change must come. The
Guild, Socialist policy, of óT, enoroachmg controlò 1nd1cates how 1ndustr1_al
óanion, economic power exercised by workers, can be used to se_t"1n
motion basic changes in industrial organ1sat1on and mdeed 1n soctety.
A few simple * aimsð-=for example, 1 control over h1re and ýre, over the
5ó,manningof the machines ô~ô~ and over the workingtof overtime?-.-pressed
in -the most hopeful industries with the aims of establishing bridg_ehe_ads
from which workersô control could be extended, could make a begmmng.
The factors detennmmg whether such demands could be pressed suc-
cessfully are market, industrial orgamsat1on and, most 1mportant, the
extent to which the nature of their work already compels the workers
to exercise some control?ò I

| . _ _._' r -..

1' ô - ' " ó :-

I Another of the dominant themes discussed at Nottingham was the
failure it to advance beyond the normal capitalist methods of industrial
management inn the nationalised industries. ñ There was unanimous
agreement on the-need to press with utmost vigour for the democratisa-
tion of the existing nationalised industries. This general position was
developed _in one Of the working groups which, in its report back, Furged
the need for legislation to give executive powers to the consultative
machinery in the mining industry, as a ýrst step ò. t On this topic. Mr.
Robert Best; whose experiments in the "ó free group method ò are
described in the following pages by James Gillespie, writes:

I 1 | . I I I I I

| _ I I | 1 | .| J 1 I I . _ I | I I I

n Before 1945 we all óthought that if industry came under Common Owner-
ship workers wouldparticipa-te~ -tin the fullest -sense of the word, and would
feel that the nationalised industries really belonged to them. It is almost a
truism to say that this has not happened. But what is tragically strange is
that at no time has there been any evidence of a strong - desire, on the part of
our -socialist leaders, *ýor~-experiment and change. P Even when there was"'a
national Labour government it was quite clear that those at the top just werenôt
thinking along these lines at all. And now . . . where are weó? Read this
from the latest Fabian Tract, Nationalised Industries in the Mixed Economy:
ñ The Webbs, discussing nationalisation, called for a searchlight of published
information. All too often the information published by nationalised indus-
tries resembles smoke screens rather than searchlights ò. Or "ó The fact remains
that no _. new_ forms of industrial democracy have been thrown up in our
natlonaltsed mdustrtes, there is no change in the basic commodity status of
labour and the wage system ò. 1 -

Just think what an opportunity for experimentation has been missed.
Experlment 1n_one_or two pilot schemes would have proved beyond any doubt
that part1c1pat1on 1s not only humane but, in the long run, efficient.

I But really_ this authoritarian resistance to real participation on the part of
managers, cha1rmen,ôsecretaries, big business bosses, trade union leaders, poli-
t1cos and others is so well documented that I must apologise for stressing it
now.

Still there it isðand that brings me to the obstacles to sharing power and
Ió6Sp01.ólS1bllIóly.' They" are formidable. Participation takes time; In the short
run _authoritar-i'an leadership looks more efýcient. Many people like power
for 1ts own sake and for the status it brings. Furthermore some of the man-
giggiýjsare nfw using the knowledge of the social psychologists to manipulate

3" Kenneth =uAl6Xþl'1d6IóI- ò-Power "s at the Base "ô in Out of Apathy (1960).
4 Robert D. _Best: Sharing Power, Thought and Responsibility (Birmingham

Fablan Soclety 1961). t



 -iIt

4
Mr. Bestôs reference to the dangers of manipulation brings us to

an important point raised at the Nottingham conference by Ray Collins.
in commenting on the conclusions to be drawn from Seymour Melmanôs
Decision-Making and Productivity:

It is interesting to note how some American sociologists characterise the
arrangements described by Melman. Blau and Scott 1n their _book Formal
Organisations warn against the dangers of ñ psepdo-democracy ò 1n the context
of a discussion about what we might call non-hrerarchrcal methods of manage-
ment. They urge that allowing scope for initiative and dec1s1on-takmg does
not amount to democracy unless the most basic decisions about operatlons
are made -by workers. They then go on to state that management by the use
of "ô impersonal mechanisms ò does not involve any assumptlons about demo-
cracy. As an example of such impersonal control mechamsms they c1te
Melma11ôs account of the gang system at Standard Motors, wh1ch, they say,
ñreduced the need for supervision because work-group pressures assured a high
level of productivity In short you get the workers to apply the whlps to
themselves! To be quite fair, however, there should be less danger _of
managerial manipulation in this situation precisely because of the col_lect1ve
bargaining situation in which the gang system has been wor_ked_out. Th1s only
emphasises how dangerous ñ self-control "; ñ worker partlcrpatlon ò etc.., could
be in the absence of unions at the place of work. Here we have to meet the
criticism of writers such as Clegg that systems such as that_ obtaining i_n
Yugoslavia do not appear to measure up to collective bargammg 1n thenó
protection of workersô rights. I

He is right of course, and no modern advocate of ñ industrial
democracy ò suggests that it does away with the traditionally defensive
role of the trade unions, which provide the best safeguard against the
dangers of a worker participation system being exploited by manipula-
tive managements, and would still be required in the most thorough-
going system of ñ workersô control ò that can be conceived. Melman
himself, in the study referred to, diýerentiates between the ñ predatory
competition ò which characterises management and the ñ mutuality ò of
the workers:

Within the management hierarchy the relationships among the subsidiary
functionaries are characterised primarily by predatory competition. This means
that position is guaged in relative terms and the effort to advance the position
of one person must be a relative advance. Hence one personôs gain necessarily
implies the relative loss of position by others. Within the workersô decision
system the most characterlstlc feature of the dectslon-formulating process is
that of mutuality in decision-making with ýnal authority residing in the hands
of the grouped workers themselves.

What Melman calls ñ mutuality ò and Gillespie calls ñ fellowship ò
are at the heart of the argument of the following pages. As Gillespie
says, ñ our economic culture rewards some of the worst of human
characteristics and penalises some of the best, in the running of the
economic rat-race ò. This is why he vehemently opposes incentive pay-
ment schemes like individual piecework which have the effect of reduc-
ing group solidarity and increasing predatory competition. A change
here, to Gillespie, is fundamental.

If you donôt think his arguments are relevant, read the chapters on
the Ford works in Graham Turnerôs The Car Makers, where a shop-
steward says of his fellow-workers: ñ Theyôl1 cut each otherôs throats for
an hourôs overtime ò.

5

JINIES GILLESPIE

THE rrnnnr or rms ESSAY is the idea of free work in fellowship, and it
can be illustrated simply from the practice:

In an electrical components factory we had trouble planning for
smooth þow of components and balancing of operat1ons. Output var1ed
considerably from one operator to another. Mondayôs output was some
25% lower than output on Thursday wh1ch was the closmg day of the
bonus week, and work discipline was only fan. After some study a
group bonus system was desiged and the outline, meaning and purpose
of this was put to the group which was then left to discuss it among its
members, (free group discussion). The girls agreed to have a trial and
they were then invited to check the base times set per operation, (group
participation in method). The system was introduced w1th the quick
result that the group members so organised themselves that the þow of
work was greatly improved, discipline improved as a result of internal
group controls, and output increased by about 12% over that previously
attained under the individual piecework system. (Here the group took
over the local management function of internal work progressmg and,
more important, that of local man-management).

But interesting though the ýgures given are, the heart of the matter
for me was in the groupôs attitude to a girl called Mary, whose output,
I pointed out, was some 16% lower than the group average. I was met
with the antagonistic group rejoinder that Mary was a nice girl. This
profoundly true evaluation by the group of the worth of qualities like
kindness and goodness cuts across the motivational fabric of our modern
culture, and it is a statement of values I have found in nearly all small
groups who work closely together. I knew that Mary was unwittingly
the ñ group psychiatristò, but were I a poet it would take an epic pen
to tell that here was a guiding candlelight in the dark wasteland of our

This essay is dedicated to my wife Edna who for thirty-ýve
years has been the soil of my growing.
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