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Tebbits Law:

aTory dream cometrue

It is somewhat premature to describe Teb-
bit's anti-trade union Bill as 'a Tory dream
come true'. A dream, yes, but whether it
comes true or is turned into a nightmare is
quite another matter.

Yet this is the critical question today for
the labour movement if it is to retain organ-
isation of a mass class base in current form.
In his extremely interesting article on Teb-
bit's Employment Bill (April issue of Marx-
ism Today), Christian Tyler looks at some of
its content. As arecent Labour Editor of the
Financial Timesheisaso ableto shed some
light on the thinking of employers about
what he calls Mr Tebbit's 'reforms.

What | should like to take up is some

aspects of how the mogt effective opposition
to the Act can be generated. The TUC has
adopted a united stance againgt it, commit-
ting dl affiliated unions to a great degree of
non co-operation, and itself to a publicity
campaign. Most important is the TUC's
decison to co-ordinate united industrial
action in solidarity with a union which
comes to face punishment should anti-union
law be used. Thisisaradical step which has
no parald in earlier campaigns againgt legd
restraints on trade union activity. It is a
positive step towards defying the law, with
notice given to the government in advance.
It is a logicd move in the direction of
refusing to recognise courts in cases where
anti-union legidation is being enforced.
. The importance of this appears to escape
Mr Tyler's attention and is not to be found
in his often penetrating academic anaysis of
the Bill and possible reactions to it.

But TUC genera council or conference
decisons are not taken in the abstract. They
reflect, with whatever ddlay or in however
lopsded a fashion, the redity of forces
within the trade union movement. It is this
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fact that should direct attention to some-
thing that is intrinsically much more impor-
tant than the resolutions they find
expression in a general council leve. | am
referring to how the rank and file of the trade
union movement comesinto play asan active
force, the decisive force,

Opposition to Tebbit's lawv cannot only
or, indeed, mainly depend on whether trade
union leaders are able to explain to their
members 'the complicated legd issue of
immunity' or on trade union members com-
ing to redlise the importance of the law when
their union is 'threatened or bankrupted by
damages.

To think thus would redly mean to miss
the whole point. In suggesting this, Mr
Tyler has led himsdf up an dley which
opens up with his estimate that 'Mr Tebbit
has concentrated hisfire on two areass — the
closed shop and trade union funds.' The Act
is much more profound than this, in my
opinion. The ‘fireis concentrated' on threat-
ening to penalise workers and their unions
should they engage in the most effective
forms of industrial action to defend and
improve their conditions. It is redly as
smple as that.

The chdlenge to the closad shop,
demands for damages and the other financid
threats and inducements are the motor, the
back-up, not in themselves the am or direc-
tion of attack. It is important to note in this
connection that it is precisdly Mr Tebbit
who would pretend that the main thing is
'the right of people not to belong to a trade
union'. Again, the questionable allocation of
some £2 million to ‘compensate’ workers
who were dismissed between 1974 and 1979
for breaking closed shop agreements is part
of this mystification that would present sec-
ondary, or more accurately, auxiliary fea

tures of the Act as the red thing.

The background

Making unions liable for payment of huge
sums of money as damages in industrial dis-
putes is aimed at bankrupting unions, but
only those which give backing to their mem-
bers. But the Tory am is redly and more
generdly to intimidate unions; to encourage
(browbeat) them into disciplining their
members, to stop them taking industrial
action of the kind that Tebbit would make
unlawful. The Act is not out to destroy trade
unions but to render them ineffective. One
must not underestimate how effective, even
if temporarily, trade union 'policing' of their
members can be. The refusd to give lead-
ership has an important effect on the mem-
bership's preparedness to fight. One has to
look no further than the engineering union's
betrayal of British Leyland workers and Joe
Gormley's contribution to securing a low
pay settlement in the mining industry, for
examples of late.

Once one grasps this red purpose of the
Act, one has identified the gtrategy the Gov-
ernment is pursuing and dso seen it in its
context. This strategy goes back some time
and is not only identified with the Tories,
but with something the ruling dass has been
pressing for for years. The Royd Commis-
sion on Trade Unions and Employers Aso-
ciations (1965-1968) under Lord Donovan
was preceded by a hullaba oo about 'unoffi-
cid strikes, shop stewards 'abuse of power'
and the like. The Commission was, in fact,
St up to find that lack of central trade union
control over the actions of shop Stewards
(read 'rank and file) wes responsble for
unnecessary industrial unrest. The labour
government published its project for disci-
plining trade unionists ('In Place of Strife)
only seven months after Donovan's report,
in January 1967, and, going beyond Dono-
van's conclusions, came closer to the Tories
own anti-union policy statement of April
1967 (‘Fair Ded a Work'). The price the
TUC paid for Labour shelving 'In Place of
Strife' in the face of a massive campaign led
by the Liaison Committee for the Defence of
Trade Unions, was to amend its congtitution
to require unions to give the genera council
more sy in industrial disputes. The
Employment Acts are the latest attempt to
undermine militant rank and file activity
(the essence of trade union democracy)
through the medium of threatening to bank-
rupt any trade union which refuses to police
its members. That is the strategy.

Therefore, the mogt effective response to
Tebbit must come neither from smply
explaining the complexities of immunities,
nor from waiting to defend aunion whenitis



threatened or being bankrupted. The oper-
ation of the Act can only be defeated if work-
ers insist on conducting the struggle for
better conditions, with the appreciation that
the proposed legislation aims to make
unlawful many of the ways in which today
they conduct the class struggle.

It is the extent to which people understand
that it is against all these kinds of action that
the cutting edge of Tebbit's law is directed,
and the extent to which they see the impera-
tive of continuing to fight on these issues
and in the most militant ways, that  will
determine whether the law will be defeated.

Discussion

It was not the prospect of a Labour gov-
ernment repealing the Industrial Relations
Act of 1971 that nullified it, but massive
resistance and industrial action in defence of
conditions. Dockers in East London pick-
eted a container depot in defence of jobs and
conditions; engineering workers refused to
work alongside a free-riding non-unionist.
Widespread industrial action was generated
in support of these workers and the engi-
neering union. Itisin similar kinds of action
that the heart of opposition to Tebbit's |atest
contribution to the ruling class' strategy will
be found.
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Space does not alow me to develop the
important other aspects of the fight against
the Act, especially the winning of broad sup-
port from outside the trade union move-
ment, and the need for the unions to
continue and expand their contribution to
the struggle on other democratic issues.

Let it be said, however, that unless trade
unionists defend their conditions and organ-
isation and continue to battle for what
unions were created to do originaly, and
from which they draw their mass member-
ship, their contribution to broader struggles
will be minimised. .
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Econasmists to advise small agrivul baral and fishing
oo-ops; Flabparson and DMessi Mechanie for small
Ilﬂ-hiﬂg bty Lammunity YWorker, Noiritionisi and
Phystotherapis! with artbiguestios. Poriuguess’
aptitude for Innguages an advontags,
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Eire

® The Bookabop 50 Gardiner Floce, Duhdin
| Largest Selection of working cisss literarare
im Dbl

London

® Callets london Hookahop 64-66 Char

mg Cross Bd, WEZH BD. For all boaks on
Caoy and Teminist pnl;lrin:l., Ireland, Disarmiu-
ment, Muorwism, SoCiol Sciences, Tlird Warld,
Becum. Fpuosm, Assthebios,  [ndusirial
Helations,

& Central Books 17 Goays Ino Bd W1

Open 9.30-5.30 San 1012, Tel 01-242 G156

Claneery Lane {cemifal lne) ad Kings Cross
tuboi. Mew and second-hand books, Mall order
wilpome

® Eeonomives Hookshep Clire Marke,
Portupnl St WL Tel [-5pm weekdays) (-
4015 5590, Specinlisiog in the socis] scipndes,
including socialist and feminis smdiss. Mags-
tines, Mamphles. Secomd-hand department

® Howsmans Bookshop 5 Cnoledonmn Bd
Wi, Speciadisia in pracc movaoend | boojks
fwrite [or liss), sho wide rmnge of radical
ook,

#® The Oiher Bookshop 328 Upper St W1

Tel 81-226 57 1. For all pour rodical, Termamin,
radieal Black and therd warlid literatuse. Open
ivbon TaesSar [0-6 Wed 12-7 Thur'Fri 11-7

® Bookmarks 265 Seven Sinen KEd B
Monh London's lewmiling socialle boakshap,

T looes of good books and ramphles,

® Kiiburs Bookshep., A new general book-
sho with in-depeh coverage of fembnism, iwer-
wiure, Irish srudies sned Black srudies

® Mandarin 22 Nommg Hill Gare W11 Tel
(1=22% 0527, For new books on politics; phi-
lewopihy, sockalogy; poetry ete. Comprehenaive
list avazlable for bonks on current affaam.

® Nalham Pood and Boeok Co-op %2 Hal-
bham High RBd 5% 2. Alternative bookshop,
wide ronge of wholefeods and vegetarian cafz.
BFBRL = 1 Workers Co-op

#® Library Hookshop Tel 0573 4723
Shoreditich: Phifeld Streer ‘NI 85X, Open
Moa-Fr 11-7 Sa1 10-5, Stnmferd Hill Lbesry,
Postland Avenue M 18 XES, Tel 01-809 2898
Opren Mon-Fed 11-7 Sat 1065 closed Weld. Abo-
Catibbean and Jewish interests srocked. Al
comprebenslve range of socialisr litetaiure,

Midlands

® Daklead Hoaks |00 Chorch Srreer, Wol-
vertoa, Mifton Eeynes MK L2 5L Tel bil-
ion Boeyres (00} 214366

® Hiackthoarn Roaks 7 High 51, Leceser.,
Enr all your socaslit and femimist |Herstune.
Mon-sexist children's books, Alsg literature by
Black writers. Tel Leicester 2| 804,

orth East

York Commupnity Bookshop 73 Walmgeiz,
Fack {0004 37395) Wide runge of radical
Tupoks. Open Mon-5an 106

® qth ldea Bookshop 4 Scuthpure, Boad-
fard T Tel 305927, Wide wlection of hooks,
imagazines, postcards, badges, posters, secomd-
barid records. Book stall proveded. Special dis-
Siiaia B conferences, mreliigs B,

Morth West

® Progressive HBooks 17 Herry 5t Liver
poel 1, Wide mage of soclalls booka, pamph-
lefa, -posrers, badjes  Specialicles © elude
Trmde Ulnion Handbooks and Black Siadies

® Grass Roots Books Manchester's el
bocksbop wt | Hewrop 53, Plecadilly. Oypen 10-
6 Moo-Fri, Sat 105, %)

& o't forget to vinit Progress Hﬂlﬂl-u-p.
28 Hathersage Fo {tel 061 224 5378} when 16
Monchester, Siockius of Merxism Today and
st popular Left purnals; bonks, statioscry,
large. secomd-hand secting, (Call m fne guick
snd Figndly book service, open 4 days o week)
Scotland

® Firsl of May. Scotland’s compreheniive
rudical bookshop for Sociabis, Feminla,
Anarchisr, anfi-pueclesr, envirenmental, f"-i:,'_
Third Woeld und non-sexist children's books

Oypen 10-6. 41 Candiemaler Row, Edinburgh
Ued 031225 2812

Wales

Meges Books 31 Adezandra B, Swansen Tel
Swanses 4601573 Radical books, magnzine, m
English and Welsh



