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What Makes the Workers Tick? 

V E R since the French Revolu
tion the gentry of England 

have been regarding the workers 
with great circumspection, wonder
ing what they were going to do 
next and sure that, whatever it 
was, it would be unpleasant. Unt i l 
quite recently, trade unions were 
regarded wi th horror as weapons 
which the workers would use to 
cripple, cramp and ultimately 
strangle the enterprise of the 
mastery while universal suffrage 
was looked upon as the short-cut 
to chaos. But the working class 
has confounded all the prophets, 
friend and foe alike, and the motive 
force for revolution has come not 
from the class-conscious Brit ish 
workman, the pioneer of combina
tion and cooperation, but from the 
backward peasants of Russia and 
China. 

In the post-war period when, 
over most of the world, workers 
were engaged in a militant struggle 
w i th their employers, hardly a 
ripple disturbed the calm surface 
of Brit ish industrial relations. It 
is true there were a number of 
stoppages, some of them quite pro
tracted, but they were all unoffi
cial, the unions soon got the men 
back to work while they continued 
negotiations w i th the employers in 
their leisurely way, and in any case 
they were as nothing compared to 
the millions of working days lost 
after the first world war. 

Yet there appeared to be every 
cause for unrest; real wage rates 
were falling—the official index of 
money wage rates stood at 109 in 
August for adult men (June 1947 
= 100) compared to a figure of 
113 for the Retail Price Index. 
The index for food alone was 121. 
There is full employment, so the 
unions are in a strong bargaining 
position—the number of unemployed 
registered for employment in mid-
August stood at 288,300, compared 
to a total working population of 
23,334,000. Surely this should be 
the time for the unions to go over 
to the offensive and win increases 
in wage rates? Yet the strike 
ballot called earlier in the year by 
the Confederation of Shipbuilding 

and Engineering Unions showed 
conclusively that the workers did 
not want to strike, that they pre
ferred the peaceful, if unregarding, 
paths of arbitration. 

Part of the explanation of this 
odd phenomenon is to be found in 
the record of earnings in A p r i l , 
1950, just published by the Ministry 
of Labour. While wage rates re
present the standard minimum 
below which wages in a standard 
week may not fall, earnings repre
sent the gross contents of the pay 
packet, before taxation and insur
ance deductions, including over
time and piecework pay and a host 
of other possible additions, the most 
common of which are district rates, 
shop rates and merit rates. In the 
complex wage structure of this 
country, standard rates are gener
ally negotiated on a national basis, 
e.g., the standard rate in the engi
neering industry is that for an 
engineering fitter. But , " when 
father says turn, we all turn "; it 
the fitter's rate goes up a penny 
an hour, then everyone's rate goes 
up a penny an hour. Once the 
national rate is agreed, the union 
branches get into action and may 
negotiate for a special rate for the 
district or for a particular work
shop or factory; and the micro
cosm is reached when the individual 
worker negotiates with his boss for 
a merit rating—a deviation from 
the standard depending on his own 
individual capacity. 

Twice a year, the Ministry of 
Labour takes a census of earnings 
over a wide industrial sphere and 
on this bash publishes a series of 
statistics going back to October 
1938. This shows that average 
earnings of adult men last Apr i l 
were 145s. 9d. The? average earn
ings of women were 80s. 6d, of 
boys, 61s. 5d. and of girls 51s. 10d. 
Thus an average working class 
family today can count on an 
income of about ten pounds a week. 
Thi r ty shillings of this may go in 
rent, for which they might get a 
comfortable council flat or a house 
with controlled rent, while on four 
or five pounds they can feed them
selves comfortably. That leaves 

three or four pounds ten shillings 
for clothing, amusements, fuel and 
savings. 

A tremendous saving, compared 
to the pre-war era, is that there 
w i l l be hardly any losses due to 
unemployment, including the cost 
of maintaining unemployed rela
tives, so that savings can stay as 
savings and not be gobbled up in a 
few weeks when the wage earner is 
out of work and the source of 
income thus suddenly cut off. Since 
October 1938, earnings for adult 
men have increased by 111 per 
cent., while the cost of l iving has 
gone up by about 85 per cent. 
The increase for all workers is 133 
per cent., for earnings of women 
and juveniles have gone up much 
more than those for men. Despite 
a general reduction in the standard 
week since 1938—generally from 
47 or 48 hours to 44, the average 
hours actually worked fell by only 
0.7 for men and 0.9 for all workers. 
And this leads one to conclude 
that, provided workers can live in 
modest comfort and feel modestly 
secure, they wi l l be proof against 
idealism, communism, socialism— 
indeed any sort of " ism " that 
threatens to upset the even tenour 
of their way. 

The Most Civilized Trade in the 
World 

Surely there is no more gentle 
and cultured trade in the world 
than that of publishing? Yet, alas, 
however gentle and cultured, like 
other trades it is expected to make 
a profit in this philistine world, and 
that has been no easy thing to do 
in Britain in the past few years. 
During the war, when people spent 
a disproportionate amount of their 
lime travelling from one part of the 
world to the other or merely sitting 
down waiting for things to happen, 
an inordinate amount of reading 
was done, and many people were 
sufficiently shaken out of their 

lethargy to read stuff of high qua
l i ty . The result was that publish
ing boomed—especially when pub
lishers had their own printing 
presses and a supply of paper. 
Once printed and bound, anything 
and everything could be sold. But 
in 1948 and 1949, things changed 
very radically for the worse: many 
firms went bankrupt, others suffer
ed cuts in their profits. Costs rose 
sharply and rising prices caused the 
fall in demand to be further aggra
vated. 
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Earlier in the year, when Walter 
Hutchinson took his life by his 
own hand, it appeared for a while 
that the biggest firm in the industry 

' was going down the drain, espe
cially when almost immediately a 
sequestration order was applied" for. 
But now the accounts for 1948 have 
been published—somewhat belat
edly—and it appears that the pub
lishing empire that Walter Hutchin
son built up may have declined 
but has not fallen. Trading profit 
for 1948 was £323,058—a drop of 
£248,681 on 1947. The fall is at tr i
buted to " less demand by the 
public for books in 1948 and in 
creased cost of production." Mr. 
Hutchinson's own account with the 
firm was in debit to an amount not 
exceeding £63,000 at the time of 

his death—an amount that wi l l be 
repaid " in due course." from the 
sale of some of his manifold pro
perties. 

Compositors are the aristocrats of 
the artisans-—the highest earnings 
in the returns mentioned above are 
those for " Printing and Publishing 
of Newspapers and Periodicals" 
(178s. 7d.), while next comes 
" Other Printing and Publishing, 
Bookbinding, Engraving, etc." 
(167s. l td . )—and those are not 
maxima, but the average for the 
trades, including not only journey
men but labourers! So larger 
crowds than ever gather round the 
bookshops in Charing Cross Road 
these days, reading what they can
not afford to buy. 

Passing on the Deficit to the 
Private Sector 

THERE are signs enough of the 
Government's desire of enforc

ing economy in expenditure. The 
Prime Minister's appeal to all the 
ministries and the general direction 
of the Ministry of Finance to reduce 
all avoidable expenditures and to 
refrain from entering into fresh 
commitments point: to the growing 
realisation that the finances of the 
Government of India are in a bad 
way. The Secretary of the Minis
t ry of Finance is personally dis
cussing wi th heads of different 
ministries the measures by which 
economy can be secured and an 
Officer on Special Duty is follow
ing up the discussions by suggest
ing the concrete steps whereby 
economy consistent wi th efficiency 
of administration may be achieved. 

The first line of attack has been 
the departments whose expenditures 
are regarded as wholly unremuner-
ative from the financial point of 
view. It is not yet known whether 
the ministries concerned wi l l agree 
to reducing their expenditure on 
the social services which are 
regarded as the first steps towards 
the realisation of a Welfare State. 
A full picture of the implications of 
the proposals mooted wi l l not 
emerge until after the return of 
Mr. Deshmukh. The Finance 
Ministry officials are preparing the 
brief that the Finance Minister w i l l 
present to the Cabinet. 

What would be the net result of 
all these efforts? Knowledgable 
circles doubt very much whether 
any good wi l l come out of such 
sporadic and half-hearted attempts 
towards economy. According to 
them, the problem goes much 
deeper. After all , the budget 
deficit of the Government of India 
is a minor affair compared to the 
larger economic questions. It does 
not matter if it remains uncovered 
so long as national wealth is in
creasing. The effort of the Govern
ment of India to reduce expendi
ture, although quite commendable 
in itself, touches only the fringe of 
the problem. 

Scanning through the heads of 
expenditure in the budget, one can 
hardly suggest any reduction. 
Take, for example, the expenditure 
on defence . Judged by Western 
standards, our armed forces and 
equipment are in the medieval 
stage. Purchase of fighters, and 
bombers for our new air force, 
cruisers, destroyers and submarines 
for our baby navy, and tanks and 
armoured cars for our army involve 
large amounts. Can we stop them? 
Taking the international situation 
as it is today, it w i l l be foolish to 
suggest any reduction in the 
strength of our armed forces. 
There are, of course, some minor 
items which can be reduced without 
impairing the strength and effi

ciency of the army. But such 
saving, although very essential, 
would not contribute anything sub
stantial towards solving the main 
problem. 

Take for Instance, again, the 
question of food. It is now recog
nised by the Ministry of Food that 
the attainment of self -sufficiency 
by. 1951 is outside practical politics 
and that we must continue to import 
food. And the prices paid for 
imports have no chance of going 
down. It means that the Central 
Government has to go on paying 
subsidy and maintaining its present 
staff to enforce rationing and food 
laws. 

Then again, take the question of 
law and order. Can the country 
afford to relax the vigilance and 
watchfulness in curbing all sorts of 
subversive activities? The answer 
is quite obvious. 

So, we are reduced to only one 
source of economy—reducing the 
strength of staff. This is where 
economy is possible. A l l are agreed 
that there is superfluous staff in the 
Secretariat much of which can be 
retrenched without prejudicing effi
ciency. Some of the senior officials 
in the Secretariat hold the view 
that as much as 40 per cent, of the 
present staff can be discharged and 
efficiency w i l l actually improve, if 
this is done. The figure may seem 
too high but there is a large element 
of t ruth in this view. But are we 
prepared to face widespread un
employment at this juncture? W i t h 
growing unemployment and the 
sources of fresh employment shrink
ing by and by would it be advis
able to effect economy by adding 
to the number of the unemployed? 
Apart from other considerations, 
would it be sound economics? 
After all , by discharging a large 
number of people, the Government 
would save some money no doubt. 
But a large number of families 
would have their budgets unbal
anced. Is it an economic proposi
tion to shift the budget deficit from 
the governmental to the private 
sector? Would it not create fresh 
problems for the Government also? 

Let us face the facts. The Gov
ernment is wedded to the policy of 
promoting a Welfare State. What
ever other meanings the latter may 
have, the simple appeal to the 
common man is that his interests 
would be adequately protected by 
the Government. In a police state 
wi th responsibilities l imited to the 
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