Lecture 2                                Trade Unions 
Introduction 
      The history of the trade unions in Britain could be traced back to Guilds of the medieval times. They were aiming at regulating wages, prices and the number of apprentices in a trade. Following the changes that occurred in Britain with industrial revolution and even since the seventeenth century these organizations started to flourish in Britain with almost the same objectives; fighting for the rights of workers including wages and conditions of work. 

Trade Union and Political Legislation 
      Restrictive measures against unions continued to multiply, but little by little, even their opponents understood that they were there to stay. 

1799 and 1800 Combination Acts 
      In 1799 and 1800 William Pitt, the Prime Minister, decided to take action against political agitation among industrial workers. The Combination acts were passed making it illegal for workers to go on strike and condemning them to three months imprisonment and consequently trade unions were made illegal. 

1817 Gagging Acts 
      The Habeas Corpus Act passed by Parliament in 1679 guaranteed that a person detained by the authorities would have to be brought before a court of law so that the legality of the detention may be examined. In times of social unrest, Parliament had the power to suspend the Habeas Corpus act. William Pitt did this in May 1793 during the war with France. Parliamentary reformers such as Thomas Hardy and John Thelwall were imprisoned as a result of this action. Habeas

      Corpus was also suspended in January 1817 after a missile had been thrown through the glass window of the Prince Regent's coach on the way to the opening of parliament. Supporters of parliamentary reform were blamed for this act of violence and Lord Liverpool and his government rushed through Parliament the Gagging Acts. These measures banned meetings of over fifty people and instructed magistrates to arrest everyone suspected of spreading seditious libel. The Gagging Acts severely hampered the campaign for parliamentary reform. However, as soon as Parliament decided to restore Habeas Corpus in March, 1818, there was an immediate revival in the demands for universal suffrage. 

1819 Six Acts 
      Lord Liverpool and his Tory government responded to the Peterloo massacre by introducing the Six Acts. When Parliament reassembled on 23rd November, 1819, Lord Sidmouth, the government’s Home Secretary, announced details of what later became known as the Six Acts. By the 30th December, 1819, Parliament had debated and passed six measures that it hoped would suppress radical newspapers and meetings as well as reducing the possibility of an armed uprising. 

1-Training Prevention Act: 

      It is a measure which made any person attending a gathering for the purpose of training or drilling liable to arrest. People found guilty of this offence could be transported for seven years. 

2- Seizure of Arms Act: 

A measure that gave power to local magistrates to search any property or person for arms. 

3-Seditious Meetings Prevention Act: 
       A measure which prohibited the holding of public meetings of more than fifty people without the consent of a sheriff or magistrate. 

4-The Misdemeanors Act: 
A measure that attempted to reduce the delay in the administration of justice. 

5-The Blasphemous and Seditious Libels Act: 
      A measure which provided much stronger punishments, including banishment for publications judged to be blasphemous or seditious. 

6-Newspaper and Stamp Duties Act: 
      A measure which subjected certain radical publications which had previously avoided stamp duty by publishing opinion and not news, to such duty. These measures were opposed by the Whigs as being a suppression of popular rights and liberties. They warned that it was unreasonable to pass national laws to deal with problems that only existed in certain areas. 

1824 Repeal of Combination Acts 
      The campaign against the Combination Acts was led by the trade union leader, Francis Place. In the House of Commons, Joseph Hume and Sir Francis Burdett led the fight against this legislation. The Combination Laws remained in force until they were revealed in 1824. This was followed by an outbreak of strikes and as a result the1825 Combination Act was passed which again imposed limitations on the right to strike. 

1825 Combination Act 
      The 1825 Combination Act narrowly defined the rights of trade unions as meeting to bargain over wages and conditions. Anything outside these limits was liable to· prosecution as criminal conspiracy in restraint of trade. Trade unionists were not allowed to "molest", "obstruct", or intimidate" others. This law worried trade unionists as everything depended on how judges interpreted vague words like obstruct and intimidate. 

1867 Masters’ and Servants Act 
      Trade Unions were unhappy with the 1825 Combination Act that narrowly defined the rights of trade unions as meeting to bargain over wages and conditions. Anything outside these limits was liable to prosecution as criminal conspiracy in restraint of trade. In 1867 Benjamin Disraeli and his Conservative government agreed to pass the Masters and Servants Act. Under the terms of this act strikers could only be prosecuted for breach of contract, but criminal action could still be brought for what was described as "aggravated cases" 

1871 Trade Union Act 
      When the head of the Conservative government, Earl of Derby decided to set up a Royal Commission on Trade Unions in 1867, George Potter, writing for the Bee-Hive, called for a working man to be included or a "gentleman well known to the working classes as possessing a practical knowledge of the working of Trade Unions, and in whom they might feel confidence." The government rejected the idea of a working man but they did ask Frederic Harrison to serve on the commission. Harrison was a very useful member of the commission, preparing union witnesses by telling them in advance what question would be asked and rescued them from difficult situations during their cross-examination. 
      Robert Applegarth, the general secretary of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and          Joiners was chosen as a union observer of the proceedings. Applegarth worked hard checking the various accusations of the employers and providing information to the two pro-union members of the Royal Commission, Harrison and Thomas Hughes. Applegarth also appeared as a witness and· it was generally accepted that he was the most impressive of all the trade unionists who gave evidence before the commission. 
      Frederic Harrison, Thomas Hughes and the Earl of Lichfield refused to sign the Majority Report that was hostile to trade unions and instead produced a Minority Report where he argued that trade unions should be given privileged legal status. Harrison suggested several changes to the law: 

(1) Persons combining should not be liable for indictment for conspiracy unless their actions would be criminal if committed by a single person. 

(2) All legislation dealing specifically with the activities of employers or workmen should be repealed. 

(3) All trade unions should receive full and positive protection for their funds and other property. 
      The Trade Union Congress campaigned to have the Minority Report accepted by the new Liberal government headed by William Gladstone. This campaign was successful and the 1871 Trade Union Act was based largely on the Minority Report. This act secured the legal status of trade unions. As a result no trade union could be regarded as criminal. Although trade unions were pleased with this act, they were less happy with the Criminal Law Amendment Act passed the same day that made picketing illegal. 

1875 Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act 
      After the 1874 General Election, Benjamin Disraeli and the Conservative Party formed the government. As promised, Disraeli passed new legislation concerning trade unions. The Conspiracy and Protection of Property Act established the principle that a trade union could not be prosecuted for an act which would be legal if performed by an individual. For example, it was not illegal for an individual to stop work; therefore a union could not be prosecuted if it organized a strike. Under this act peaceful picketing was allowed to take place during industrial disputes. 

1880 Employers’ Liability Act 
      The Employers' Liability Act extended protection to workers concerning accidents caused by the negligence of managers. Railway companies were also made liable when their employees were injured through the negligence of signalmen, drivers and points men. However, the act did not protect employees against accidents caused by fellow workers. 

1906 Trades Disputes Act 
      In 1901 the Taff Vale Railway Company sued the Amalgamated Society of Railway Servants for losses during a strike. As a result of the case the union was fined £23,000. Up until this time it was assumed that unions could not be sued for acts carried out by their members. This court ruling exposed trade unions to being sued every time it was involved in an industrial dispute. After the 1906 General Election the Liberal Government passed the 1906 Trades Disputes Act which removed trade union liability for damage by strike action. 

1927 Trade Disputes and Trade Union Act 
      As a-result of the 1926 General Strike, the Conservative Government passed the Trade Disputes and Trade Unions Act. This legislation outlawed general strikes and sympathetic strikes, and banned civil servants from joining unions affiliated to the Trade Union Congress. This act also hurt the Labour Party by forcing union members to make a positive decision to pay a levy to a political party. As a result of this legislation, the Labour Party lost about a third of its subscriptions. 
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