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Chapter 4

The Practical Achievements of British Syndicalists

The theories of leading participant activists are interesting and illuminating but they do not tell us whether their organisations had any existence outside of their heads.  The key events of the syndicalist years were the strike wave of 1910 to 1914; the trade union amalgamations and alliances of the same period; the shop stewards movement of the war years; and the industrial action following the economic upturn after the war.  It is a matter of historical record that syndicalists were involved in all these events, often in leading positions, but was syndicalism the ideological and organisational motivating agent?  In other words, was the industrial militancy caused by syndicalist agitation or did syndicalists just latch onto existing disputes arising from underlying economic and social causes?  

There was an economic upturn coinciding with the two periods of greatest industrial militancy (1910 and 1919) and economic prosperity with its reduced unemployment had traditionally been the opportunity for successful trade union action.  However, British liberal capitalism had gone through many such cycles of boom and bust throughout history without creating comparable high levels of strike action.  This in turn could be linked to the maturity of capitalism.  Indeed many syndicalists took Marxist theory seriously, that sees consciousness arising from the material conditions of production
, and therefore saw themselves as the midwives, rather than the architects, of the revolution.  World War 1 revolutionary shop stewards such as Arthur McManus and John S. Clarke hoped that they were facilitating an insurrection. 

Arthur McManus I've got to get over to Manchester.

John S. Clarke For Christ's sake Mac.  You can't be everywhere.  I thought the shop stewards were against leaders - 'the ferment creates its own organization' and all that.  Let the ferment ferment a bit by itself.

Arthur They need everyone they can get wi' any experience, you know that John.

John Doesn't Hettie need you too?

Arthur Aye

John Well

Arthur I can come over sometimes.  Look man, we're really building on a broader base at last.  We're linking up wi' different unions through the shops.  It's got the solid organization we had in Sheffield.  But there's the vision this time.  It's going to be really big.

John Well, you'll go your own way Mac, whatever I say.

Arthur I've got no choice John

John I don't agree with that.  We always have choices whatever the pressures.

Arthur What did Connolly
 say?  'Nothing can be accomplished until the structure of the industrial union is complete.'  Hettie agrees with that, John. 
John Oh aye.

Arthur 'Every fresh shop or factory organized is a fort wrenched from the capitalist class.' 

The excerpt above from the Rowbotham play, Friends of Alice Wheeldon, which is based on a factual incident set in 1917 Derby, dramatises some of the realities that key actors in the syndicalist shop stewards movement faced.  It also highlights Rowbotham's thesis that the early twentieth century British syndicalist movement was not entirely separated from the other radical currents of the time such as the strain of socialist feminist suffragism represented by Hettie and Alice Wheeldon. The subject matter of the play is the trial of the Wheeldons in which they were set up by an agent provocateur.
  They are set up and convicted for conspiracy to the attempted murder of Prime Minister Lloyd George and Labour leader Arthur Henderson.  This shows the seriousness with which the state took the activities of revolutionaries and the extent of leftist networks during the war period which included, syndicalists, socialist, pacifists and feminists in an enforced unity of anti-war groups and individuals. Syndicalists really were the practical revolutionaries which Barbara Mitchell describes.

In order to investigate the realities of the activities of the practical revolutionaries, three stages of historical development will be examined.  Firstly, between 1910 and 1914, the period when "the movement for workers' control was effectively launched"
 in Britain. This will examine the question of whether the syndicalists had any influence on the labour unrest 1910-1914.  Secondly, the period of rank and file networks during the war, 1914 to 1918, will be analysed.  The section will discuss if the war was more important in furthering the interests of orthodox trade unionism than militant movements for workers control.  The post war activities between 1918 and 1920 will be studied in the next chapter with a view as to whether there was any real prospect of a British revolution. 

There are other ways of analysing revolutionary trade unionist history between 1910 and 1920.  Many labour historians have chosen to analyse the periods outlined above as separate and distinct eras.  Examples of this approach are, Holton who looks at the 1910 to 1914 period as syndicalist
; Hinton looks at the wartime period as dominated by the shop stewards movement
; and Chanie Rosenberg who sees 1919 as a revolutionary year
.  As an attempt to understand the underlying politics of the revolutionary trade unionists of the time their approach is too limiting.  Branko Pribicevic sees the whole period, 1910 to 1922 as hung together by theories of workers control with syndicalism as one third part of that.
  While Rowbotham views syndicalists as just one aspect of an overarching radical socialistic movement encompassing feminists, pacifists and revolutionaries.
  These holistic approaches do have much to recommend them. There was a clear progression of coherent ideological movement between the formation of the ISEL in 1910 and the formation of the CPGB in 1920.
  However, a blend of the sectional and the holistic method of historical analysis has been attempted.  While accepting that history does not unfold in neat, date delineated passages, the eras selected do reflect real and important changes in tactics mainly forced upon the syndicalists by the externality of the First World War.  Therefore, it is useful to break up the narrative of the unfolding of the British syndicalist movements into the three periods expounded above.  

Did the syndicalists have any influence on the labour unrest 1910-1914?  Between 1910 and 1914 trade union membership doubled from 2.1 to 4.1 million, and strikes were running at four times the level of the previous decade
.  This was at a time when there was a low level of unemployment and the economy was coming out of a period of depression which had left wages lagging behind prices.
  There can be no doubt that these economic conditions created an environment in which syndicalist ideas could flourish with the right sort of encouragement.
The most significant disputes of the period were the miners, transport and railways disputes.  They were all wide spread and successful in their own right.  They mobilised huge numbers of workers and won visible concessions.  Moreover, “The success of the strikes clearly led to greater confidence in collective and militant action among previously acquiescent groups of workers”.
  For this reason, it is worth looking at the strikes in order to see the level of actual and proto-syndicalism present.

The mine owners wanted to cut costs because of reduced profitability of coal production.  They did this by keeping down miners wages and attacking fringe benefits such as “abnormal places” which paid miners more per ton of coal for working in areas of higher than average difficulty.  The Cambrian Combine dispute, which began in 1910 and lasted for almost a year, 

... had a small beginning.  It commenced with a strike of a few men in the employment of the Cambrian Combine in the Rhondda Valley, with differences at one mine called the Ely Pit, Penygraig, over the price list of a particular seam.”

This dispute with such small beginnings spread into a strike of 12,000 miners.  The strikers felt that they were “spearheading a national dispute” over abnormal places, and as the national officials of the MFGB failed to back them they formed an unofficial joint lodge committee to run it along self organised syndicalist lines.
  The level of ill feeling and violent tension can be measured by the ferocity of the Tonypandy riot in which rioters stoned police and were only finally deterred by armed troops.  This was caused by the owners' attempts to bring in blacklegs and was one of several such violent conflicts.  The influence of leading syndicalists was beyond doubt not only by the presence of key actors such as Mann and Noah Ablett in the valleys
, but through the organising tactics of the miners.  

In January 1911, three of the executive of the South Wales Miners Federation were killed in a railway accident and a fourth resigned.  This allowed four syndicalists to be elected to take their place, a further indication of rank and file support for the militants.  The Cambrians eventually went back to work defeated in October 1911 but this had shown the national leadership the resolve of their members.  On 1 March 1912 following a ballot supported by a ratio of 4 to 1, one million members of the MFGB voted for the first time ever, to take national strike action in favour of a minimum wage.  “Coal prices rapidly reached famine levels, rail services were cut, factories closed down and up to one million other workers were laid off.”
  Within the month, the Government rushed through a Minimum Wages Bill and the MFGB called off the strike victorious.
  This victory strengthened the MFGB as it won the principle of the minimum wage and showed its ability to use national action to powerful effect.  It also increased the credibility of those calling for militant direct action rather than careful negotiation.
A successful strike of seamen in 1911 sparked off numerous strikes in the transport industry.  Many previously unorganised as well as unionised workers were involved.  These strikes had numerous causes and grievances as can be seen in the quotation below

George Askwith, the ubiquitous Board of Trade conciliator, toured the effected areas, grinding out settlements.  In Manchester alone he spent five days in the Town Hall co-ordinating the simultaneous negotiations of eighteen different unions, representing a bewildering variety of workers, all pledged not to go back until the other seventeen were satisfied.  And the longer the settlements were delayed the more the strikers took on the character of a social war.

The armed forces were called out in many areas such as in Liverpool where a gunboat was positioned in the Mersey.  By August 1911, most of the strikes were resolved in favour of the strikers.  These solidarity strikes which ignored craft and trade union boundaries were both influenced by syndicalists and promoted syndicalism as practical examples of the successful implementation of direct action tactics.
In very different political and economic climate of 1907, a railway strike was narrowly averted by Lloyd George’s intervention as conciliator.  A scheme was negotiated which guaranteed conciliation rather than strike action and which failed to recognise the trade unions.  This agreement became the unresolved grievance that triggered the first national railways strike of 1911.  The mood of the members was strongly in favour of the strike with 76,825 in favour and only 8,773 against.
  There was much support for this action by other workers with Liverpool Dockers and in some areas miners coming out in sympathy.  This support led to the Government dropping its rash offer of troops to the rail bosses after only two days.  The dispute was called off when a system of conciliation boards were set up which gave de facto trade union recognition.  Another example of victory through inter-trade solidarity and direct action.
These disputes despite having separate immediate causes were linked by the mood of the time, by their use of direct action and by their uncompromising rank and file popularist nature.

They were all in some way syndicalist influenced, if not directly revolutionary they had episodes which took on an almost insurrectionary character.  It is tempting to look at this era as hosting the practising and limbering up for a revolution which was cut short by the untimely intervention of World War One.  However, "syndicalism, whilst being the inspiration, was not necessarily the cause of the massive strike wave, rooted as it was in the worsening material conditions of employed workers."
  Therefore, with the passing of the economic conditions which allowed syndicalist tactics to be successful it is possible that any threat of revolution would have receded.
The syndicalists' easily understood and common sense answers to the problem of greedy capitalists stealing the produce of the workers’ labour was exactly the kind of doctrine which fitted the time.  It was understood by many trade unionists.  There were well-attended ISEL conferences with 235 delegates claiming to represent 100,000 members in 1912 and branch activity in London, Birmingham, Coventry, Manchester and Liverpool.
  

There were a number of organisations formed to spread or organise syndicalist ideas in Britain between 1910 and 1914, most prominently the ISEL.  There was some success in one at least of the syndicalist objectives of reforming existing unions.  That is the National Union of Railwaymen was amalgamated from a number of existing rail unions and, effectively created a one-industry union.
  The Triple Alliance was formed in 1913-14 to unite in action railwaymen, miners and transport workers.  However, these were not syndicalist organisations designed only for direct action and controlled by the members but remained with similar centralist/reformist structures and objectives to their former organisations.  Therefore, these developments were as welcome to the right wing leadership as they were to the syndicalists.
  Despite this they were moves in the direction of industrial unionism and the across trade solidarity which syndicalism professed.

The vast majority of the working class were not convinced of syndicalist ideas but a large and increasing number were being influenced and won over by the evidence of significant victories for militant action.  This was compounded by the inability of the employers to listen to their reasonable requests without major force being used by organised labour.  As this sort of Labour unrest had not appeared during times of equivalent economic conditions in the past it must be accepted that syndicalism did engender the period of militant direct action.  However, what may have happened in a counter factual history where the war did not take place in 1914 is merely an academic question.  The great deluge
 of the war overwhelmed all aspects of British life including labour and capital.  

How did this total industrial war affect the syndicalists?  There was to be no social revolution in England and the cautious leadership of the trade union movement were to gain national political office for the first time.  Consequently, was the war more important in furthering the interests of orthodox trade unionism than militant movements for workers control? 

There can be no doubt that big changes occurred in the trade union movement during the war years.  The membership of trade unions rose from four million in 1914 to six and a half million in 1918.
  The leadership of the orthodox movement were elevated to being directly involved in Government policy implementation on industrial matters.
  Partly because of this, pre-war syndicalists were able to create an alternative militant power base with significant rank and file support at shop steward level.
  However, it is also clear that the war was not entirely responsible for all of these changes.  Trade union membership had been on the ascendant for many years; trade union leaders via the Labour Party were gaining political influence and syndicalists had significant, influence on the Strike Wave of 1910 to 1914
.  That said it is possible to pull out influences which owed their existence to the war.  For example the removal of over five and a half million working age men
 from the workforce out of  "a total male labour force" of just over fifteen million
 put those left in an extremely good bargaining position. 

The unprecedented strength of labour which the war brought about was quickly identified by Government Ministers such as Lloyd George.  The Government's main concern was obtaining maximum production from those men who were left in order to produce sufficient munitions and other necessary war produce such as coal.   This led Lloyd George to the initial conclusion, which he never fully abandoned, that industrial conscription was the best option.  However, under a Liberal regime even military conscription was not possible until 1916, therefore he took the alternative option of negotiation with trade union leaders to obtain "the maximum output out of manpower still in industry".
  The orthodox trade union leaders on the other side of these negotiations, had much to gain from this new privileged position.  The rank and file based militants characterised these gains as personal prestige or blind jingoistic patriotism, on the part of union leaders.  It is certainly the case that these were incentives for many but there were also real advantages for the general interests of orthodox trade unionism.  The reformist trade union movement wanted a respected and powerful position within the existing liberal capitalist legislative and governmental structure.
  To obtain this aim the unions needed the ear of Government Ministers or preferably their own people in Government.  They would use this influence to obtain strong, preferably legally enforceable national collective bargaining machinery.  Most importantly to maintain their position they needed union membership density high enough to ensure legitimacy within these structures.  All three of these conditions could now be obtained with the threat of unemployment gone and rapid changes required in working conditions such as dilution in order to increase production.  

Revolutionary trade unionists, unsurprisingly, argued that the leaders had sold their members short. Even bourgeois historians such as Gerard J. DeGroot
 are usually startled by the ease with which Government wrested the strike weapon from union leaders in negotiations and can only condescendingly think of "simple patriotism" as a motive.
  However, it must be remembered that there are advantages as well as disadvantages to trade unions in taking strikes, out of the equation.  For example, strikes cost unions and their members money and fail as often as they succeed.  The Treasury Agreement reached at the Treasury Conference of 17-19 March 1915 and given the force of law by the Munitions of War Act on 2 July 1915 enforced arbitration through legally binding arbitration machinery for all war work.
  This meant that union funds were not at risk when an intransigently mean and stubborn employer stalled collective bargaining.  It also elevated the professional bureaucratic union negotiator's trade, as negotiation became the only and legislatively guaranteed form of obtaining the demands of workers.  The imposition of trade union recognition and collective bargaining was a big step forced upon many autocratic employers which made them, for the first time in many instances, formally consider the views of their workforce.  Full employment and wartime legislation did not survive the war but the structures created consequently, such as national employers federations and national collective bargaining machinery, were more durable.
  These created a framework which encouraged increasing union membership and Parliamentary strength of the Labour Party, which now replaced the self-destructing Liberal Party,
 throughout economic boom immediately post war and then periods of depression in the early 1920s. 

However, these achievements were worthless to syndicalists.  The wartime movements were based upon networks of shop stewards underpinned by support from the workers who they directly represented mainly in engineering workshops.  Engineering of course was of elevated importance during wartime as the 'Great War' was as much a war of engineers as of wretched human cannon fodder.  The shop stewards, or Rank and File
 movements of World War 1 were generated by the synthesis of revolutionary syndicalism, craft conservatism, rising prices without rising wages and the industrial truce of the Treasury Agreement and the ensuing legislation.  These four ingredients make an unlikely combination for something, which was regarded by its leaders as the practical expression of the syndicalist model of industrial unionism.
  Nevertheless, they all played an important part. Activists from the ISEL, SLP, BSP and other social revolutionary organizations gained positions as shop stewards through a desire to represent and organize their workmates at the point of production.   The shop steward was little more than a general dogs-body within the union hierarchy until the events of war elevated the position to that of industrial action co-ordinator.  The stewards were elevated to this position because the official hierarchy were legally unable to support strike action and were not prepared to risk union funds or their personal liberty through law breaking.  This union hierarchy itself led as R. Michels hypothesised to the "iron law of oligarchy".  As he says through any action taken to enable individuals to obtain the skills necessary for administrative leadership, “there is effected a continuous enlargement of the gulf which divides the leaders from the masses”
.  It was this gulf which the shop stewards movement sought to fill with direct workers control.  

Craft conservatism both facilitated and frustrated the shop stewards movement.
  Craft conservatism in engineering allowed local shop stewards to become local representative negotiators, as each shop had to bargain with management over dilution, the introduction of semi-skilled labour into skilled work.
  On the other hand, the split between the skilled "labour aristocracy" and the rest of the workers bedevilled the shop stewards movements' project of working class solidarity.
 

The combination of rising prices and artificially pegged wages led to militancy amongst trade union members as it had in the pre-war period.  Under normal circumstances, the hierarchy of the union would have pressed this legitimate grievance but under the Munitions of War Act, it was illegal to take strike action.  A further consequence of the Act was the leaving certificate that made it impossible for workers to change jobs without the agreement of their employer.  The combination of these two parts of the Act gave employers "great power over their labour force".
 This left the unofficial organization networks of the shop stewards movement to organize resistance to the ensuing oppression. The structures, which were created by the Treasury Agreement and ensuing legislation, may have been useful in the long term.  However, to many workers during the first two years of the war it appeared that their leaders had abandoned them to the mercies of the masters.  Dilutees, who were often women, on piecework could sometimes earn more than skilled men on time rates were able to.  Skilled wages were eroded by inflation, and despite promises, to the contrary skilled men were conscripted to the army after conscription was introduced in 1916.  All these grievances led to local or national strikes, and militant shop stewards led them.  

Both the interests of official trade unionism and syndicalism were enhanced during the war years.  The increase in union membership, full employment, the value of war work in a war of engineers and the industrial truce which put union leaders into the Government of the war years were all beneficial to both sides.  The criminalization of industrial activism raised the stakes for active syndicalists many of whom saw the inside of prison cells as a result, while the trade union bureaucrats languished in the comfort of Government Office.  Despite this many thousands of trade unionists took action and were almost always victorious.  

After the Armistice of 1918, strike action again became legal.  There was an eight year period behind organised labour of progressive power and continued victory following direct action.  The Labour Party and its trade union leadership were removed from participation in Government following Lloyd George's "Coupon Election".  The economy remained strong for much of 1919 and 1920 with continuing employment levels, in most of the economy, almost matching those of the war years.  This left the trade union movement in a position of economic power and political impotency.  There can be no doubt that industrial militancy increased during the post war years.  Does this mean that Britain was close to revolution after the war as Gallacher and Chanie Rosenberg suggest?  
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