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TIIE PRESENT APATHY
IT is a hard and stubborn fact that the 

present mood of the workers is one of 
apathy. Their hopes of the past three 

years have fled. The war was to be over by 
Christmas (1939 not 1949). Germany was 

■ isolated. The Luftwaffe had no petrol. The 
Germans were starving and on the point of 
collapse. The war was so easy, it would 
not cause the slightest disarrangement of 
our private lives. Now that fond hopes have 
fallen like ninepins the worker realises he 
is in for a long war or series of wars. The 
development of Japan’s adventure may make 
the Anglo-German conflict look • like a 
domestic quarrel and as the war takes shape 
the last treasures and comforts of life are 
snatched away, Goods rapidly disappear 
from the counters of the cheap stores. 
Onions and eggs are savoury memories and 
worst of all the beer is watered. Now the 
poorly fed, overtime strained worker is being 
forced into doing unpaid fire-watching as his 
serf ancestors ploughed their masters’ fields. 
Even those highly ornamental railings, the 
outer palisade of the Englishman’s castle, 
are being swiped without so much as “by 
your leave.”

In other times he might have looked to 
his trade union for redress or, as in the pre­
vious war, have developed a semi-trade union 
organisation such as the shop stewards’ 
movement. Now if he looks to the trade 
union he sees an official who is a, cabinet 
minister or National Service Officer. If he 
looks to the shop steward he too often finds 
a- “production committee” merchant who 
aspires to be the management’s nark, a self-

appointed Gestapo, a puffed up Stakhanovite. 
Of course all stewards are not like that, but 
the most noisy man holds the stage. So the 
worker is left rather bewildered and help­
less, his belly full of windy rhetoric, his 
mouth bitter from the ashes of dead hopes. 

Considering all these, are we surprised at 
the general apathy of the workers? But 
ap ’’.thy is not a lasting condition. As nature 
abhors a vacuum so must action dispel dull 
apathy and hope be born again. Life de­
mands that. To be sure, before the working 
class again acts of itself much rubbish of a 
dead past is to be cleared away and chief 
among the litter are two illusions about the 
present character of trades unionism. One 
is the belief that militants can capture the 
trade unions and turn them into organs of 
class struggle. The other is the fable that 
trade unionism, as bad as it is, preserves a 
high wage standard.

The Government Rescues 
the Labour Leaders

As to the first, it is little known that the 
law can now prevent any change of leader­
ship, rules or function within the trade 
unions.

“A measure which directly affects the 
trade unions as organisations was the 
Societies (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act, 
1940, which amended the law relating to 
trade unions, building societies and 
friendly societies.”

“Before the introduction of the Bill 
there had been consultations between the
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Registrar of Friendly Societies and the
• General Council of the T.U.C. During the 

war of 1914-1918, an act was passed ‘to 
empower the Registrar to suspend the 
obligation of various organisations, inclu­
ding the trade unions, to hold annual or 
other statutory meetings and it was 
thought that under the conditions of the 
present war a similar measure might be 
useful ...”

“Accordingly, the effect of the Act 
(Societies Act 1940) upon trade unions 
was to improve the procedure for the 
transfer of engagements and to empower 
the unions to relax their rules and statu-

• tory requirements as to the holding of
meetings and conferences and the appoint­
ment of officers.” *

(“ Labour in the War.” John Price.)
So if the bureaucrats are ever in danger 

of losing their jobs they may appeal to the 
Registrar and all elections and meetings may 
be indefinitely suspended. The labour 
leaders support the state and the state sun­
ports the labour leaders. “United we stand” 
is the one lesson the bureaucrats have 
learned from the banners of trade unionism.

Do we need Careerists?
But if the state had not intervened in the 

interests of the labour leaders would it be 
well to send our men seeking trade union 
jobs ? “Turn out the present leaders—elect 
militants” we are urged, but most of the 
present leaders began as militants—that is 
how they got the jobs. Men like George Hicks 
who began as a rebel industrial unionist 
and is now a minister of state or the 
militant of militants, the leaders of the Glas­
gow shop stewards in 1914-1918. Men like 
Gallacher a last war rebel—now the House 
of Commons echo of Churchill. Men like 
Kirkwood who. in the last war, began his 
career by insulting Lloyd George on a public 
platform and in this war speaks with 
rapturous praise on the Glasgow platform of 
Lord Beaverbrook, interlarding his speech 
with as many “his lordships” as a court 
flunkey.

It may be the men or it may be the job 
but about 99 per cent, of office seekers go 
like that A trade union office or a seat in 
parliament are not the places to seek revo­
lutionaries. The place of a rear militant is 
at the bench, machine or coal face where 

one’s ideals do not conflict with one’s job.
Nor must we suppose that the trade 

unions, even in our hands and led by revo­
lutionaries, are so fashioned as to be 
weapons of revolt or instruments of social 
reconstruction. Trade unions with craft I
basis divide the workers against themselves; 
their coffin club function, by accumulating 
wealth, emasculates the labour movement. 
Their ponderous rules trip the feet of the 
struggling workers. Their long tradition of 
compromise and betrayal smothers the 
struggle. “But we could reform the unions” 
say the timid. The only effective reform is 
to rub them out and start all over again.

»

•It

and 
. and 

are 
other

unions 
the miners 

railwaymen 
On the

poorly paid;
grades of 
examples.

TIU.s a Brake on the Workers
As to the claim that trade unionism 

guards living standards and that without the 
unions wages would fall; this may have been 
true a few decades ago but not now; cer­
tainly not in the third year of the war. Look 
around—you will see many trades and indus­
tries well organised into
yet
lesser 
obvious
hand millions of workers, by individual or 
group action, have won for themselves wages 
above the trade union rate. In engineering 
the trade union rate of piece work earnings 
is less than that of twelve years ago, but the 
real earnings are well above that standard. 
This has been accomplished, not by accep­
ting the slave piece work standards of the 
engineering unions but by creating new stan­
dards. It is often said, in apology, these 
rates are only minimum rates, but if a rate 
is below standard it has no meaning. There 
is no such thing as. a minimum rate, only 
prevailing rates count. If one is buying a 
commodity one does not ask “what are the 
minimum and maximum prices” but only 
“what is the price?”

So far from acting as a guarantor of high 
wages trade unionism acts as a brake upon 
the workers’ efforts to gain a higher stan­
dard of life. When a group of workers seize 
an opportunity to screw a few more bobs 
out of their boss he immediately confronts 
them with a union agreement, usually an 
agreement signed during a depression. If 
two men, the policeman and the trade union 
official. Trade unions are the employers 
best safeguard against strikes.

f Continued on page 3)




