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Chapter 5

Why was there no British Revolution?
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Red Clyde 'We can make Glasgow a Petrograd, a revolutionary storm centre second to none'

The image above, commissioned in the 1980s, depicts a revolutionary uprising, put down by the use of force.  The quotation accompanying the painting draws a direct comparison with the Russian Revolution.  As can be seen from the above and from Trotskyist sponsored historical texts such as Rosenberg's, 1919: Britain on the brink of revolution
, today's British left looks back to the post World War 1 period as one of heroic revolutionary possibility.  However, this is a controversial interpretation of the events of 1919 to 1920.  Many historians, including sympathetic 'left wing' historians such as Hinton, see this as a period of social turmoil, but in no way approaching a revolutionary situation.   

Social revolution was not attempted in Britain between 1919 and 1920.  Why then do we need to examine the possibility of British revolution at this time?  A number of related issues make this a question worth answering.  Domestically, the war had just ended and millions of soldiers were returning to circumstances far removed from the 'land fit for heroes' which they had been promised.  At the same time revolutions were flaring all over Europe, following the lead set by Russia in 1917.  As David Mitchell says, "the Western world had been in a utopian ferment such as it had not known since the French Revolution and the liberal surge of 1848"
.  Therefore, the question is 'why did it not happen here?'  Was there something intrinsically British or was it due to the fortunes of war?  "If revolution failed in the defeated continental states, it was never likely to succeed in victorious Britain."
  However, without the benefit of hindsight the ruling class were unable to take this sanguine view and

for a time, working-class assertiveness and the context of international revolutionary chaos, created a profound anxiety in the minds of Britain's rulers.  Mutinies in the army and navy at the end of the war, though hardly revolutionary in intention, served to undermine Government confidence in their ability, in a crisis, to use armed force against strikers.
  

That the Government felt it necessary to prepare for a revolutionary situation is interesting in itself.  The usual assumption is of a British labour movement integrating into capitalism via the Labour Party and trade unions.
  As Karl Marx observed fifty years earlier, "the British working class is actually becoming more and more bourgeois"
.  With a history of working class submissiveness wrapped up in the language of partnership and compromise, the military insubordination and industrial turmoil of the period must have come as a great shock.

This combination of domestic and international indicators portended revolutionary potential to the existing British revolutionary activists of the period.  Lenin was also convinced that Britain was reaching a revolutionary condition.
   Walter Kendall argues that this was not just Lenin's misunderstanding but was in fact a truly revolutionary situation.  As he says,

Put to the test, the maturity of the ruling elite proved far greater than that of the revolutionaries who sought its overthrow.  The failure to capitalize on the opportunities of 1918-20 was one of the factors that encouraged British revolutionaries to accept Russian leadership in the years that followed.  

The aim of those who founded the Communist party was to ensure that in future crises, Britain's rulers would find no such simple solution.  It was to raise the consciousness of those who wished to revolutionize society to the same high temper as that of those who sought to maintain the status quo.
 

This signposts another reason why historians of the British left are interested in the post war period.  The events coincided with and arguably led to the formation of the CPGB.  It has even led some to hypothesise that the failure to turn a potential, to an actual revolutionary state of affairs was down to the lack of united revolutionary leadership.  The existing revolutionary organisations were certainly not up to the task as Hinton says,

the revolutionaries remained disunited, and faced an extended period of negotiations and of theoretical clarifications before they could regroup . . . within a united Communist Party.

The mainstream labour movement leaders were definitely not interested in leading a revolution.  Even the left wing trade union leaders such as Robert Smillie who were at the time professing the doctrine of Direct Action following Labour's disappointing performance in the Coupon Election, where interested in strong negotiation not insurrection.  As Hinton suggests,

Faced with the prospect of a revolutionary seizure of power, the Triple Alliance leaders had no hesitation: 'From that moment on', Smillie remarked many years later, 'we were beaten and we knew we were.'  The Direct Actionism of the left-wing trade union leaders represented a policy of brinkmanship which they were bound to lose because, unlike their opponents, they were not prepared to go over the brink.
  

Was the lack of leadership really the main reason for the failure to create a British revolution?  If the British working class had no revolutionary intention in its militant activity, it is hardly surprising that no effective revolutionary leadership was forthcoming. 

Following the Armistice the Government expected a collapse of the economy but this failed to materialise and instead a post-war boom and continued relatively full employment continued throughout 1919 despite "the demobilization of millions of troops"
.  Industrial unrest took place across industry including essential services such as the railways mines and even the police
.  It appears clear that these strikes were politically as well as economically motivated.  The dismantling of the wartime state controlled economy came as something of a surprise to Labour leaders who had assumed it had gained a degree of permanence.  It was this assumption which led the Labour Party to adopt nationalisation of the means of production as Clause 4 of its 1918 constitution.  However,

during 1919 the fate of war collectivism was decided, and the commitment of the Labour leadership to the maintenance and extension of state control over the economy was put to the test.  The Labour Party, deprived of its expected representation in the House of Commons by the "hang the Kaiser" election of 1918, could do little to resist the rapid dismantling of the war economy.

After years of industrial inability to act, as agreed during the war this period saw the return of the official trade union leadership to the industrial battlefield.  It was the combination of the loss of parliamentary power and the return to legality of industrial action, which led left wing trade union leaders such as Smillie to attempt the use of direct action for political means.  
Faced with the impotence of the parliamentary Labour Party many trade union leaders began to talk the language of Direct Action, of the political general strike.  The phenomenal growth of the unions during the post-war boom, and their militancy, lent plausibility to this threat.

However, the political action, which the left of the mainstream labour movement sought, was towards modification of liberal capitalism not its overthrow.

Hinton argues that the Government under Lloyd George showed considerable skill in dismantling the war economy without engendering a general strike.
  However, it is clear that the government was aided in this "most significant defeat ever suffered by the British Labour movement"
, by economic factors which created a large pool of unemployed workers in certain industries.  Unemployment, tends to reduce the power of  labour because it allows militant leaders to be sacked and provides incentives to scabs.  The engineers for example, who had been essential to the production of arms in wartime were left producing armaments which were of no use in peacetime.  Consequently, when they took strike action they were soon defeated.  "In January [1919], when the Clydeside engineers struck for a forty-hour week in defiance of a nationally negotiated settlement of forty-eight hours, the Government sent in troops and tanks to break the strike."
  Nevertheless, it was not military might which defeated the engineering Shop Stewards' movement but the change from a wartime economy dependent on engineering to a post war economy which left many engineers unemployed.

The single incident, which appears most convincingly to support the revolutionary thesis, was that surrounding the London Dockers' refusal to load the cargo ship, Jolly George in May 1920.  This was an armaments shipment to supply anti-Soviet forces against the Red Army in Poland.  Henceforth, the official British labour movement supported a "hands off Russia" campaign against British intervention in the Soviet Union.  However, despite the newly formed CPGB's involvement in the campaign even leading Communists from that time such as Bell, admitted that the success of "hands off Russia" was due to war weariness rather than international revolutionary solidarity.
  

In 1920 faced with mounting concern regarding political strike action the Emergency Powers Act (EPA) was introduced
 to ensure distribution of essential goods.  This made "arrest and imprisonment on a large scale . . . easy."
  The Act upped the odds again for those leading and engaging in political strikes.

All this militancy was alarming to the ruling class and encouraging to revolutionary activists.  However, it was used as a political tool by the Labour Movement, within the existing order, rather than to subvert it.  The strength, or rather weakness, of the revolutionary movement can best be illustrated by the size of the organizations, which made up the CPGB formed in 1920.  The SLP had 1,250 members with just over half of those paying dues.
  The British Socialist Party (BSP)
 claimed 5,000 members.  The whole of the newly formed Communist Party claimed 10,000 members although Keith Laybourn and Dylan Murphy estimate that the true membership was more like 3,000
.  These figures are put into their pitifully insignificant place when compared with the rising membership of avowedly reformist trade unions.  Membership of which grew from 2,565,000 in 1910, to 8,348,000 in 1920.
  These hard facts indicate that Tom Bell and his ilk were engaging in mere fantasy when they claim that 
The Communist Party of Great Britain . . . was born in a period of sharp struggle.  The radicalization of the working class of 1911-12 was continued in 1916-17-18 and in 1919-20 assumed a revolutionary character which continued up to 1921.

There can be no doubt that there were revolutionaries at the time who wanted revolution in Britain and who saw this period as having revolutionary potential.  However, it is also apparent that the militant action in industry and the mutinies in the army and navy had more immediate and non-revolutionary causes and aims.  If nothing else the response of the newly expanded franchise at the Coupon election showed the majority opinion was behind continued bourgeois parliamentary government and not class war.  The revolutionaries were unable to mobilise the masses sufficiently to usher in the revolution, which they believed, was essential for social justice. This is why Bell, Galacher and many other syndicalists concluded that they needed revolutionary party unity within one overarching Communist Party.

The dubious gains of a post-war CPGB seem difficult to match with a mainstream Labour movement which in effect achieved a level of acceptance within the bourgeois hegemony of which it could only dream before World War One.  The Communist Party at any rate - with the benefit of hindsight - seems a strange vessel to accept the mantle of the syndicalist movement.  Their Leninist structure being the antithesis, of the shop stewards' model of direct workers' democracy.  Despite many of the syndicalist activists' involvement in the formation of the CPGB and the total disappearance from the British political landscape of syndicalist activity, Communism as discussed earlier, cannot be seen as a mature progression from syndicalism.  Not least because many syndicalists and advocates of workers' control such as John Maclean
 and G. D. H. Cole
 refused any involvement in the CPGB.

Despite this, Gallacher and Bell argued that Lenin was right and syndicalism was just an immature phase, which was superseded by Communism.  However, it seems clear that there was no inevitability in the concentration of revolutionary activism around the centralist state dictatorship model, which the Leninists used.  The October Russian Revolution certainly provided a working model and valuable Soviet State income for the British revolutionists but no inevitability can be deduced from this.  The demise of syndicalism after ten years in the ascendance is more complex than this of course.  As well as the appeal of Bolshevism to revolutionaries, there were the economic and political realities in Britain to take into account.
  After a decade when workers had been able to exploit conditions of full employment, the economy turned to a cycle of depression which was to create a minimum of one million unemployed for the next 20 years.  This massively reduced the power of producers and turned the minds of socialists towards the provision of material necessities rather than the idealistic goals of workers' control, equality and freedom.

The practical results of syndicalist theory in the mature industrial setting of Britain are difficult to disentangle from other causes for industrial militancy.  There seems to have been little if any directly revolutionary syndicalist action from the rank and file.  What there was over this period was a situation in which syndicalist leaders could successfully exploit industrial militancy.  What can be deduced from the activities of these practical revolutionaries?  It is to that question which the conclusion of this paper will examine.    

Chapter 6

Conclusions

Britain shared in the international revolutionary crisis whose centrepiece was the Russian Revolution, though in Britain, of course, the revolutionary movement existed in a subordinate relationship to the reformist institutions and ideology of the labour movement.

Hinton implies in the quotation above that British militancy at the end of World War 1 can be explained as a pale reflection of Russian and European revolutions.  There can be no doubt that British revolutionaries did borrow much from international models especially Russia.  However, as Hinton also suggests the mature industrial setting of British trade unionism made this country a special case.  There was not only a long history of reformism to hold them back but also a home grown revolutionary tradition for syndicalists to call upon.   

Before the formation of the CPGB all revolutionaries who organised for revolution outside of the parliamentary framework were syndicalists by default.  This was the main divide between groups on the left in British politics between 1910 and 1920.  This is an important point for political analysis because since the Russian revolution the primary defining issue of syndicalism has been the rejection of centralism in favour of non-hierarchical organisation.

The principal debate within the early twentieth century British syndicalist camp was over whether to organize along dual unionist or entryist lines.  The entryists of the ISEL were most successful pre war whilst the more informal structures of the Rank and File Movement had success in wartime.  Syndicalist tactics worked best when they were used alongside and around existing union structures.  No real progress was made towards either creating large official syndicalist unions or converting existing unions to syndicalist aims.  However, syndicalists gained mass support when organising industrial action, which either used or superseded existing union organisations.

Syndicalists saw themselves as operating at a local or national British level.  Therefore, it is correct to see it as British rather than English, Scottish or Welsh.  Some individuals were motivated by Celtic nationalism but Welsh or Scottish separatism did not seriously affect the movement.  Ireland was another matter of course.  Irish syndicalists such as James Connoly, who was executed after the Easter Rising, were deeply involved in the Irish Republican cause.  However, Ireland has been deliberately left out of the analysis of this period as its people's oppression is complicated by the national liberation struggle.    

Rowbotham's early claim that syndicalism excludes women appears valid on the surface.  However, as she later exposes the industrial bias of syndicalists is complicated by the individual actors' membership of and practical participation with other radical groups.  The trial of Alice Wheeldon shows for example the degree to which syndicalist, feminist and socialist activism was intertwined during the war.

The significance of British syndicalism when compared to others arenas is difficult to quantify because of the tactics necessitated by the existing high density of trade union membership.  Membership of British syndicalist unions was pitiful but industrial militancy, led by syndicalists, was high during the period which coincided with syndicalist activism.

There can be no doubt that British syndicalism was a distinct ideology, not just a sub-section of communism, fascism or anarchism.  It was on the ultra-left of the political spectrum with participatory democracy, equality, and freedom at its core.  These were to be brought about by direct action.  The syndicalists did not merely propound this plan but set about putting it into practice.  As an exersize in political analysis, this is not only of historical interest as early twenty-first century movements such as Reclaim the Streets have similar ideological frameworks.  The investigation of early twentieth century methods, successes and failures of attempts to use direct action as a primary tool rather than as a fall back after negotiation, are useful in understanding those of the present.   

Syndicalists were prominent in the leadership of the industrial militancy of the entire period.  From 1910 through to 1920 there were strikes on a scale unheard of previously.  They were also successful to an unprecedented extent.  The motivation for the strikes was mainly for short term redress of grievances rather than for the overthrow of capitalism.  However, the syndicalists saw this as politicising the rank and file through direct action.  Nevertheless, they were as unsuccessful in recruiting mass membership for their organizations as they were successful in winning strikes.   
After ten years of qualified practical success, why did they fail?  Two opposing forces crushed the syndicalist movement.  Firstly, Soviet Bolshevism brought money, experience and the kudos of practical victory into a marginal British revolutionary movement.  Secondly, the economic conditions worsened.  Full employment and wages lagging behind inflation had provided conditions in which militant direct action could thrive.  When mass unemployment set in, in the early 1920s industrial solidarity lost its strength.  With the loss of the practical fulfilment of syndicalist tactics, they lost the argument that strike action was an effective all purpose weapon against capitalism.
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