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STATEMENT FOR GENERAL COUNCIL

Mr. George Woodcock (General Secretary)

In the 19th century we could and indeed we had to keep the Government at arm's length because of the way governments operated in those days. They were governments which believed as a matter of principle that it was wrong and would be futile in practice if the Government were to attempt to interfere in industry. They left industry severely alone—laissez faire, if you like, though this is perhaps too glib a description of the general attitude. At the most they came in to remedy the worst defects of industrialisation in the sense of bringing in a Factories Act to protect special classes like women and young persons.... They accepted no responsibility for the general level of activity. In our field in particular they offered us nothing—if they did not offer hostility at least they offered indifference....

This is not the position today, as you know. Governments today, whether they like it or not, and whether we like it or not (and I like it very much) are in industry, are concerned with economic development and not simply concerned with a few safety measures in industry. They are concerned with economic growth and with the balance of payments.... It is not therefore surprising in my view that with all these responsibilities the Government also want to have an interest in wages. I do not consider this to be wrong on the part of the Government or vicious at all. I think it is natural, necessary and inevitable that they should want to be in on this question of wages. I believe they must be in on this question of wages. We are not trying to keep them out altogether. We must co‑operate with governments these days.

These are two questions that arise. To what extent does the Government interfere? Where do the Government's interests in the field of wages stop? They have a right to a view, they have a right to point out how wage move‑, meets affect their ability to deal with these problems which we insist they shall undertake. The question is, where do they stop? Apart from the question of where they stop, there is the further question: on what terms do they seek our co‑operation? We are not going to be told by governments just what we should do, and then do nothing but say, "Yes, sir, we will do it." We will not be made the agents of government, not because we are arrogant and conceited, but because we cannot be the agents of government and it would be wrong and not even in the interests of government if we were simply their agents. So we want to discuss all these problems with them, and put our views and let them put their views. Doing it in that way we can, we hope, get some kind of agreement both as to the area in which the Government operate and the means whereby they shall operate and the area in which the main responsibilities will be ours and the means by which we shall operate . . . But we will not enter into discussions under the limitation that we have to agree, which would mean that in many cases we find agreement in words even when we disagree or differ about real intention. That is not a way of going on. It is much better to discover the extent to which we genuinely agree and the points upon which we genuinely differ, than to paper over the cracks and give the appearance of agreement when in fact there is no such agreement.

The point is, that we want to work with governments. There can be no question about it; you could get rid of the whole of the General Council tomorrow and collect all the brightest and most militant lads from these executives to fill their places and they will have to work with government the day after you do it. The Government can say what they like to us. It is not a question whether we should talk to governments or not, it is a question of what weight you bring to bear in your discussions with government. We have to work with them, and we want to work with them.
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