April 1955 Journal

Comments on Book by Labor Statesman

L.U. 230, Victoria, B.C. – Evidently the efforts of press secretaries are something like the morning newspaper, taken for granted until they fail to appear. Until some of our up-island members complained about the lack of news from this Local, I felt quite sure that only the editor and myself actually read these letters. One of the most interesting books I have read lately is an autobiography by Clement Attlee, entitled “As It Happened.” Like the author, the book is homespun and straightforward, a detailed record of many years of hard work in public service, much of it without pay. The tremendous majorities that Mr. Attlee always receives at the polls are a clear indication that the voters appreciate his efforts. 


In his book, Mr. Attlee frequently refers to the “Labour Movement”, a term still current in Britain, but seldom heard over here now. Has a friendly sound, “Labour Movement”, don’t you think? – huge May Day and Labour Day parades, good natured yet determined bodies of people, all moving steadily along, inspired by a common purpose. Doesn’t suggest anything greedy, petty or selfish, does it, but rather brings to mind words like brotherhood, cooperation, and comradeship.

Canadians who attended both the 1954 Trades and Labour Congress Convention and the I.B.E.W. Convention must have been struck by the different views on political action. 

It is to be hoped that when Mr. Attlee comes to Canada in April, some of these fence sitters will attend one of his meetings and find out what benefits British trade unions have obtained by taking political action. Like many others, our marine wiremen have got snarled up in the labour legislation which an all-wise and benevolent government has given us, despite our puny protests.


The government supervised strike vote allows only employees of the recalcitrant firms to decide if strike action shall be taken, yet legal action such as suits and injunctions can be taken against the union and its officers on a wholesale scale, forcing the union to accept full responsibility for the consequences of strike action, yet limiting the decision on taking action to those men actually working on the job.


The end result of all this so-called “labour legislation,” which is purely employer legislation, is to divide and confuse union members to a point where progress becomes almost impossible. 


Fear of court proceedings, or loss of their jobs, cause many union officials to assume a neutral attitude in time of trouble, instead of being leaders, while fear that their fellow members on other jobs will not support them in time of trouble causes many groups to pass up opportunities for better conditions or more wages. 



No doubt about it, the employers knew what they were doing when they gave us “labour legislation,” and legally recognized trade unions. We used to make our own laws once, and were respected for it. We have abandoned that right for something that might be called a mess of pottage. We may have the legal right to organize, but little or no right to do anything, once we have organized, unless the government gives permission.

F.J. Bevis, P.S.   
