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THE WAY TO INDUSTRIAL 
PEACE

I

TH E CAUSES OF DISCONTENT

T here is ample evidence that the nation 
has been deeply moved by the spectacle of 
thousands of men, in many parts of the 
country, and in many different industries, 
laying down their tools or suffering lock­
outs for the sake of upholding some claim 
for better conditions of labour. This 
spectacle, constant in its main features, 
though varying in minor details, has com­
pelled even the thoughtless to ask himself 
its meaning. The idea of the great economic 
conflict underlying it has laid hold upon the 
public imagination as it never did before, 
and from every type of onlooker, clear­
sighted or the reverse, criticisms and sugges­
tions have poured in. And the clamorous
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alarm of one who only sees in the present 
phenomena the impending ruin of our 
civilisation, the patient reiterative advocacy 
by another of some trivial measure of 
reform which he regards as a sure panacea, 
and the triumphant doxology of a third, 
who believes that a new era of peace and 
prosperity will dawn with the emancipation 
of the workers— all find willing listeners. 
There is one thing that many people have 
found it difficult to understand— namely, 
how the vast machinery of production, 
creating the wealth which maintains the 
greatest empire the world has seen, should 
rest on so insecure a foundation that an 
almost inappreciable difference of opinion 
as to the rights or wrongs of a workman's 
dismissal, or of the engagement of workers 
within or without the gates of a dockyard, 
should be sufficient to lay idle whole mines, 
whole harbours, whole railway systems, 
whole groups of industries. The triviality 
of the apparent “ casus belli ”  has astounded 
the casual observer. It is to help him to
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review the actual facts and to analyse their 
underlying causes, psychological and 
broadly human as well as economic and 
theoretical, that the writer will try to 
outline the results of his own observation, 
and to suggest some reforms which, in his 
opinion, will be of value in paving the way 
to industrial peace.

Not that “ peace at any price ” is 
necessarily always, even for the consumer, 
the best solution of existing difficulties. 
In many cases the interests of the public 
generally are better served by a prolonged 
conflict, whose outcome is the increased 
productivity of an especial industry, or 
the reduction of the national burden of 
pauperism and ill-health, than by a mis­
leading truce. No compromise dictated 
merely by the expediency of the moment 
is likely in the long run to benefit the 
nation as a whole.

At the outset, therefore, before trying 
to formulate the attitude of the general 
public, we must answer the question—
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What Underlies this Seething 
Unrest ?

The answer would be a complex one, if 
we were to analyse in detail the causes of 
every strike and lock-out during the last 
few years. But surely it would be madness 
to imagine that the industrial unrest which 
within a comparatively short period has 
affected hundreds of thousands of workers 
in this country, which has probably diverted 
millions of money from their usual invest­
ments, and which has paralysed whole 
industries, interfering even with those 
almost sacred institutions— the railway time 
table and the shipping list— can be resolved 
into sporadic disputes on minor points, 
without any vital connection. Their close 
resemblance to each other alone would 
rule such an assumption out of court. 
The superficial cause— the desire for a small 
addition to the wage in one place, unwilling­
ness to undertake a certain class of work 
in another, the protection of a penalised



THE CAUSES OF DISCONTENT 5

fellow worker in a third— was merely like 
the touching of a spring that sets a huge 
machine in motion.

One characteristic of the more important 
strikes was that they originated in claims 
made on behalf of the lowest-paid workers, 
another was the determination of the men—  
so strong, that not even the counsel of their 
leaders could persuade them to go back to 
work on conditions which they regarded as 
an inadequate compromise, and that many 
broke agreements with their employers, 
endangering the very privileges gained by 
past contests of strength.

The Workers' Surprising Patience,

Those characteristics the observant 
student of contemporary events may dis­
cern below all the diverse circumstances 
of the different disputes. They have a 
deep, underlying unity. It has been inter­
preted by the Archbishop of York as 
follows: “  The long, and to my mind
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surprising patience of our workers is being 
broken. They have education enough to 
arouse within them the sense of inequality ; 
not education enough to appreciate the 
difficulties which stand in the way of its 
redress. The spirit of the times, in all 
classes, expressed in religion as well as in 
legislation, is heightening the sense of 
what is due to human life here and now, 
and these slower and deeper human influ­
ences have been brought as it were, to a 
point, by the pinch felt in the rise of prices 
during the last fifteen years, so that money 
wages may be higher while the real wages 
are lower than they were.”

One need not enter here upon the vexed 
question whether or to what exact degree 
real wages have fallen within recent years. 
That at any rate they have not increased 
over a period of fifteen years is undisputed. 
Briefly, a rapid fall in prices in the eighties 
was accompanied by a general rise of wages ; 
in the nineties prices remained more or less 
stationary, while wages continued to rise ;



in the present century prices have gradually 
risen, and wages suffered a drop in the 
crises of 1904— 5, from which they have 
not yet recovered to the level of 1900. 
Thus, one cause of the widespread dissatis­
faction on the part of the workers is 
clear.
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E ducation as a Force.

But even had real wages in recent 
years advanced at the normal rate, the 
other cause to which the Archbishop attri­
butes the present unrest, viz., the progress 
of national education, would in itself almost 
suffice to explain it. There is now hardly 
a village where a daily paper is not read 
by several of the workers, not a town 
where the sale of evening papers is not 
considerable. The opportunities of meet­
ing and discussing social and economic 
questions have rapidly increased. The out­
put of inexpensive books and periodicals, 
and the distribution of free propagandist 
literature are prodigious. In the free
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libraries the more expensive publications 
have been made available for the poorest, 
and though there is a complaint that serious 
books form a small proportion of the 
volumes borrowed, modern fiction, analys­
ing in a hundred ways the life and thought 
of widely different types and individuals, 
contributes to a rapidly growing know­
ledge of the world, and of the conditions 
under which all sorts of people live.

A  Sample of the Discontented.

Picture a young labourer with wife and 
three or four children dependent on him. 
He is of ordinary intelligence and has some 
acquaintance, often fairly accurate, though 
gleaned from fiction and the evening paper, 
with what life may be under more favour­
able circumstances. Think of him as he 
returns after work to the one living-room of 
his badly furnished house, perhaps clean, 
perhaps the reverse, half the week redolent 
of washing day ; the older children playing
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in the streets, for want of a better play­
ground, the younger clamouring around 
his wife, who is harassed, anaemic, and 
prematurely old— although in years no 
older than the lovely heroine of his news­
paper serial. Follow his train of thought* 
His wage, say 25s. (about a third of the 
adult male workers in the United Kingdom 
receive no more, while over one-tenth 
have less than a pound a week) is only 
sufficient to pay for the necessities of 
physical efficiency, even when work is 
quite regular. If he would indulge in the 
slightest luxury— buy his children nice 
clothes for the Whit Monday procession, 
or take his wife to the theatre or a concert 
— he can, if he has as many as three children 
dependent on him, only do so at the cost 
of physical efficiency. " The poor have 
no exchequer except the exchequer of the 
belly.”

The children are growing rapidly, and 
need more food and clothes year by year. 
If ever he has to stay off work through
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illness, or loses his job, they face starva­
tion. His younger brothers who occasion­
ally helped when times were bad, are all 
married now, and have children of their 
own. The cheap furniture bought at 
marriage, and paid off on the instalment 
plan, is getting very shaky, and will soon 
be worthless. The clock, the china tea- 
service, and other simple wedding presents 
were pawned when he was off work last 
winter for a few weeks with " blood- 
poisoning ”  and will never be redeemed. 
He may have spent a few pence in the 
week on tobacco and b eer; he may have 
lent a “  bob ”  occasionally to a mate who 
was worse off than him self; he may have 
taken his wife for a holiday in the first 
year of their marriage, but he can think of 
no serious extravagance with which to 
reproach himself.

Perhaps our friend has attended a health 
lecture, and learned the value of light and 
air, and he may know of a cottage to let 
which has a little garden, at a rent not
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