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Editor’s note

JAMES GILLESPIE’'S 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 Foremanship and Management, Dynamic Time and Motion
Study, Engineering Reorganisation, Foundry Organisation and Man-
agement, Production Efficiency 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
author’s 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 Gillespie’s “ free group
theory ” and attempted to apply it in their works. When I met one of
these Birmingham industrialists—an active socialist and Quaker, not a
typical manufacturer, certainly, he was full of enthusiasm at the way in
which the adoption of Gillespie’s suggestions had changed the whole
atmosphere of his factory. Mr. Gillespie touches on this experience in
his essay, and it is to be hoped that a full account of it will be published.

The idea of “ industrial democracy ” has taken many forms over the
last hundred years—varying from schemes of co-partnership and co-
ownership, which as Mr. Gillespie points out “ seldom have more than
a superficial effect if unaccompanied by individual direct involvement
in the managing process”, to the plans of the Guild Socialists for
national guilds and the demands of the syndicalists for workers’ 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 1n their paper “ Why the Self-Governing Workshop Has Failed ”,
Sidney and Beatrice Webb attributed this failure not to any defects in
the characters of the people involved, nor even to lack of adeguate
capital, but to three leading disadvantages which they saw in practically
all the then recorded experiments: “ 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
enterprise, to secure in a high degree, either (i) adequate workshop
discipline, or (ii) the requisite knowledge of the market, or (111) sufficient




2

alacrity in changing processes ”. The Webbs regarded these factors as
inherent drawbacks rather than as ““ accidental or remediable defects ",
and they thought that the future of this kind of experiment lay in
associations of producers working for a * tied ” market of associations
of consumers which provided capital and was represented on the com-
mittee of management. (In other word§ the relatlonthp which exists
betewen those co-operative co-partnershlpg federated in the.C.o-opera-
tive Productive Federation and certain retail co-operative societies.)

Similarly the efforts of syndicalist movements to propagate workers’
control as a revolutionary objective have always met with the dilemma
which Geoffrey Ostergaard summed up in the words: “ To be effective
as defensive organisations the unions needed to embrace as many
workers as possible and this inevitably led to a dilution of their 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 ineffective.”

But in spite of every discouraging experience, the idea which some
call “industrial democracy ”, and others call * workers’ control ”, and
which Mr. Gillespie would call “ free work in fellowship ”, does not die.
Every aspect of this aspiration still has its advocates and eager experi-
menters—whether 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 profits, or of trade
unionists who are anxious to put the idea of workers’ 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 “ collective contract
system ” some examples of which are discussed by Mr. Gillespie, and
another is the revival of the notion canvassed in the first two decades of
this century by the syndicalists and guild socialists of * encroaching
control . Thus in reporting the Nottingham conference, Tony Topham
notes that “ there were too many preliminary problems of definition
and understanding, for an agreed set of specific demands for encroaching
control to be formulated, though there were many references to such
things as the right to hire and fire, the right to determine speed of work,
the right to control expenditure and policy in welfare and safety matters,
etc.”t The American writer Daniel Bell has stressed the same aspect:
“If there is any meaning to the idea of workers’ control, it is control—
in the shop—over 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.”*> Or as Ken Alexander puts it more positively, “ And it is
from workers’ desire to change the character of their lives—working

1. Tony Tépﬁam: “ Conference Report” The Week 30/7/64.
2 Daniel Bell: The End of Ideology (1960).
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and leisure—that the motive power for social change must come. The
Guild Socialist policy.of ‘ encroaching control ” indicates how industrial
action, economic power exercised by workers, can be used to set'in
motion basic changes in industrial organisation and indeed in society.
A few simple ‘aims—for example, control over hire and fire, over the
“ manning of the machines " and over the working-of overtime——pressed
in .the most hopeful industries with the aims of establishing bridgeheads
from which workers’ control could be extended, could make a beginning.
The factors determining ‘whether such demands could be pressed. suc-
cessfully are market, industrial organisation and, most important,:the
extent to which the nature of their work already compels the workers
to exercise some control.””® |

. Another of the dominant themes discussed at Nottingham was' the
failure to advance beyond the normal capitalist methods of industrial
management in, the nationalised industries. * 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; 'urged
the need for legislation to give executive powers to the consultative
machinery in the mining industry, as a first step ”. On this topic, Mr.
Robert Best,: whose experiments in the *free group method ” are
described in the following pages by James Gillespie, writes :

Before 1945 we' all thought that 'if industry came under Common Owner-
ship workers would participate in 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, for experiment and change. 'Even when there was a
national Labour government it was quite clear that those at the top just weren’t
thinking along these lines at all. And now . . . where are we? Read this
from the latest Fabian Tract, Nationalised Industries in the Mixed Economy:
“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 ”. Or “ The fact remains
that no new forms of industrial democracy have been thrown up in our
nationalised industries, there is no change in the basic commodity status of
labour and the wage system .

Just think what an opportunity for experimentation has been missed.
Experiment in one or two pilot schemes would have proved beyond any doubt
that participation is not only humane but, in the long run, efficient.

But really this authoritarian resistance to real participation on the part of
managers, chairmen, secretaries, big business bosses, trade union leaders, poli-

ticos and others is so well documented that I must apologise for stressing it
now, | .

Still there it is—and that brings me to the obstacles to sharing power and
responsibility. They are formidable. Participation takes time. In the short
run authoritarian leadership loeks more efficient. Many people like power
for its own sake and for the status it brings. ' Furthermore some of the man-

agers are n40w using the knowledge of the social psychologists to manipulate
groups . . .

A

3 Kenneth /Alexander: *“Power at the Base” in Out of Apathy (1960).

4 Robert D. Best: Sharing Power, Thought and Responsibility (Birmingham
Fabian Society 1961). |

















































