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Urges Knowledge of Labor’s History
L.U. 230, Victoria, B. C. – Among North American Trade unions, the I.B.E.W. has an enviable record for the high degree of skill and trade knowledge displayed by our members. Pride in our work has long been one of our chief characteristics. 


But what do we do about developing a feeling of pride in our local union among those that we initiate into membership on meeting nights?


We require proof by examination before admitting an applicant to journeymen status, but never dream of asking if the applicant has any historical knowledge of trade unions, or understands their place in modern society. Our meetings therefore are composed mainly of people who can tell you instantly how many No.14 flameseal wires will go into a 1 inch conduit, or the proper distances between conductors on a pole line, but their answers to problems on union policy do not come so readily, nor are they so reliable.

Perhaps that is why so many decisions are left to the Executive Board, also why so many problems go unsolved. We leave the matter in the hands of the Executive, to quote a famous saying. They in turn promptly drop the hot potato into the business manager’s lap, and he does the best he can within the limits of his 168-hour week, from this it would seem that we behave very much like the shareholders of the local power company. Indeed, the comments of some members during union meetings have often caused me to wonder whether I am in the union hall or the Chamber of Commerce. When an organized group of workmen flounder through all the indignities and delays imposed by present day labor legislation, and end up by foregoing the meager awards that their representatives have been able to cajole out of a conciliation board, something must be far wrong. 

Every day, with great efficiency, our members handle difficult and dangerous jobs, because they know how. If they are going to handle employers with any degree of success, they will have to learn how also. Over a period of many years we have developed the skills to generate and control flow of large amounts of electrical energy. The entire operation of modern industry depends upon the skill of a long chain of electrical workers. While we have been devoting our time and energies to this end, others have foisted complicated legal mechanisms upon us that we are required to use in dealing with employers. From a group of workmen organized to obtain a fair share of what we produce, we are in danger of becoming cogs in a machine, kept going by a “Reader’s Digest” outlook that conditions us to accept whatever is handed out. Another name is “Personnel.” 

If we are to stop this drift towards a mental condition that will quickly render our unions impotent, we need to read up on the experience of our fathers and older brothers in trade union activities. The signs seem to indicate that history will repeat itself in a number of these things, and our new members should be given a thorough understanding of the responsibilities of union membership.

F.J. Bevis, P.S.

