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FIFTH NATIONAL CONFERENCE OF THE ASSLH
Perth

2-4 October 1997

FRONTIERS OF LABOUR

The 1997 Labour History Conference will be held in Perth from Thursday 2 to Saturday 4
October 1997.

The theme chosen is 'Frontiers of Labour'. For scholars of labour history, the 'frontier' can
vary; geographical, temporal, political, conceptual. For the union movement, the current
'frontier' is uncharted legislative territory; for the individual worker, the brave new world of

'freedom of choice'. We've also chosen this theme to highlight Western Australia's regional
position and its links with countries in the Indian Ocean region. Keynote speakers from the
region are being sought.

As members of the various state Labour History societies know, the conference brings
together academics, labour movement activists, and all those with an interest in labour

history. The WA branch intends making this conference a fantastic experience. It's being
held in the buildings of Perth's cultural precinct, a stone's throw from the city centre, close
to all types of accommodation. We are organising cultural events and at least one local tour
which will interest interstate visitors.

The active involvement of members of the Society is sought. If you have any ideas about

making this conference a regilly good one, and especially if you would like to organise a
'special interest' session, you can let us know and we will publicise it. Workshops, displays
of visual material, etc. are sought as well as papers.

The Labour History Research Group at the University of Sydney has already volunteered to
organise a stream of papers on 'Intellectuals and the Labour Movement: A New Frontier?'

[Enquiries to Terry Irving, Faculty of Economics, University of Sydney, Ph.(02)9351 4729,
E-mail terryl@sue.econ.su.oz.au]

We hope to see Society members from around Australia attending the conference.
Contact persons:

Janis Beiiley, Faculty of Business, Edith Cowan University, Joondalup Drive, Joondalup,
Western Australia, 6027. Ph.(61 9)400 5694; Fax.(61 9)400 5633;

E-mail J.balley@cowan.edu.au
and

Patrick Bertola, School of Social Sciences and Asian Languages, Curtln University, GOP Box
U1987, Perth, Western Australia, 6001. Ph.(61 9)351 7195; Fax.(61 9)351 3166; E-mall
bertola@spectrum.curtln.edu.au

AN ENDURING VERSE NOTED AMONG THE DISPLAYS AT THE
TOLPUDDLE MARTYRS' MUSEUM

The law Eirrests the man or woman

Who steals the goose from off the common.
But leaves the greater rascal loose

Who steals the common from the goose.

BOOK REVIEW

Revolutionary Industrial Unionism by Verity Burgmann, Cambridge University Press,
1995,346 pages, paperback, $29.95. Reviewed by Jack Hutson.

A variety of Ideologies have Influenced political and Industrial life In Australia. One was

that of the Industrial Workers ofthe World(IWW)which had Its origins In bitter Industrial
battles In the USA.

The IWW aroused the Interest of the Socialist Labor Party In Australia which decided to

establish IWW Clubs. The first and the main one was established In Sydney on 22 October
1907, and others were later established elsewhere.

Verity Burgmann s book Is a history of the IWW with a close examination of Its ideology. The
core of that was to establish One Big Union that could seize power at the point of
production which It believed was the real centre of state power. Burgmann falls to point out
that that was a serious flaw In the IWW Ideology because the centre of state power was
actually finance capital. That was apparent In the USA where the IWW was bom,for there
rampant capitalism was producing financial control of the economy.

Burgmann describes the One Big Union as mainly self-organised, and what officials it

needed were subject to recall from office by members, were paid the average of the j)ay of
members, and had limited tenure of office.

It would have been useful to most readers if Burgmann had said something about the istructure of the One Big Union as it was a well thought out and not a vague concept.
Information on its structure was available, and would have required only a brief paragraph
to describe it.

Burgmann analyses the politics of the IWW in detail. It advocated the use of slow-down and

sabotage to restrict industrial production for that would provide more work for the jobless
and improve the wages and working conditions of aU workers, and at one state, forged
currency to disrupt the economy.

It opposed the subjection of women by capitalism. Membership was open to them except for
the limitation that the rules required them to be wage earners, and its focus was on the
male bread winner.

It opposed racism, for the One Big Union would not be complete without workers of all

races. But it paid little attention to the situation of Aborigines, apart from regretting their
treatment.

It rejected parliamentarianism because it was corruptible and so unable to cissist the
working class to build a new society.

It opposed craft unions because they divided workers into sections. It was particularly
hostile to the Australian Workers' Union for it claimed to be the One Big Union to which
others should belong.

The IWW opposed industrial arbitration because it sanctioned the right of employers to
extract surplus value from their employees.

It was hostile to the churches and established religion because they defined what was right
and wrong in terms which restrained working class behaviour and so facilitated their
exploitation.

The IWW became prominent during World War I which, as Burgmann says, was its 'finest

hour'. It advocated opposition to the war itself emd the attempt to introduce conscription.
The colourful, hard bitten articles and scathing cartoons in its newspaper Direct Action were

popular and greatly Increased Its circulation. It was therefore not surprising that the full
force of the state apparatus was used to suppress the IWW. At the end of 1916 twelve

leading members were arrested on trumped up charges under the NSW Crimes Act, and
after a travesty of a trial were given long jail sentences. That aroused a vigorous mass
campaign for their release. Eventually sifter a Royal Commission In 1920 ten were released
Immediately and the other two In 1921. The Commonwealth Government also Introduced
the Unlawful Associations Act In 1916 which was used to further harass the IWW.

Burgmann devotes a chapter to analysing why the IWW went out of existence soon after

World War 1. In that, a number of valid reasons are given, but an Important one was
overlooked. Earlier In the book she stated that the IWW was,'Rooted In American

experience and shaped by American events'. To me that made the demise of the IWW In

Australia Inevitable because It was not b£ised on Australlgm experience and events.

However, some of Its Ideology survived and Influenced the trade union movement. The idea
of One Big Union stimulated the formation of the Australasian Council of Trade Unions,
later the ACTU. Repeating history, the AWU refused to affiliate to the ACTU because It
considered that It should be the core of a central body.

The principles of the One Big Union, that officials should be subject to recall, be paid the
average of members' wages and have limited tenure of office were revived in 1974 by the
NSW Braneh of the Builders' Labourers' Federation. That led to Secretary Jack Mundey
having to retire after two terms, although he could easily have won a third. But these

principles did not last long for the federal leadership under Norm Gallagher took over the
Sydney branch, and had different Ideas.

Although Burgmann tried, she was unable to solve the mystery of why the IWW was
nicknamed the 'Wobblles'. This Is not a criticism, for apparentty nobody else has. 1 did some

research but gave up. 1 then wrote to the Sydney branch of the Society to find out If anyone

had an answer. A member, John de Meyrich replied In the Hummer saying that after many
hours of research, he too had failed to find an answer. If emyone else has an answer we
would be pleased to publish It.

Flnedly, to sum up, Revoluttonary Industrial Unionism Is a weU researched and well written

account of the IWW which Is essential reading for those Interested In the history of the
labour movement.
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Our new meeting place is comfortable and easily reached by public
transport.. and car parking is not too difficult on Sundays.

