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Chapter 1 

Introduction

The seriousness with which middle class interests viewed the ‘labour unrest’ is clearly reflected in the rapid search for causes.  Although some look no further than the increased cost of living, the majority including many employers who had actually experienced strike conflict, focused on a combination of deteriorating living standards, and a new framework of aggressive ideas among many sections of the working class.

The trade union activists who propagandised revolutionary syndicalist ideology engendered this "new framework of aggressive ideas" in the early years of the twentieth century.  For someone interested in the history of the organised working class and practical expressions of revolutionary political ideology this is arguably the most interesting and exciting period of British history.  The following chapters will examine and analyse the theories and actions of the men and women active in and around British syndicalist movements with a view to illuminating their practices and incentives.

The early years of the twentieth century were a special period of labour history.  As Bob Holton says in the quotation above, the hegemonic class at the time were keen to find causes and solutions to this new and unexpected threat to their privileged position in society.  With the benefit of hindsight it is possible for us to see a number of possible causes and to build theoretical frameworks in which to view the events. Andrew Glyn and Bob Sutcliffe see the mass labour unrest as a reaction to unreasonable bosses and a trade union hierarchy perceived as complacent and unrepresentative of workers interests:

In the years before the First World War the working class was under attack on many fronts: from the employers directly, through resistance to workers' rights and wage increases, from the courts and from growing unemployment.

In 1908 British industry was swept by a tidal wave of labour militancy.  More than 10 million days were lost through strikes in 1908, 1910 and 1911; more than 40 million in 1912.  The strikes were partially a response to the capitalist attack.  Many were protests of rank and file workers as much against their own leaders as against their bosses.
  

As can be seen the empirical evidence is clear that a strike wave occurred, but was this syndicalist inspired or just historical coincidence? 

1914 is usually seen as the cut off date for the study of British syndicalism because afterwards union militants usually identified themselves differently.  However, the period under analysis stretches with common ideological and practical organisational threads through to 1920.  Early twentieth century British syndicalism was not merely a convenient label attached to the pre-World War One strike wave it was a developing ideology which also manifested in the form of the wartime Rank and File movement
 and in post-war industrial militancy. 

In the introductory quotation, Holton shows why syndicalism shot to prominence at the time.  Why is British syndicalism worth investigating now?  One answer is that it is historically interesting as stated at the top of this introduction.  However, syndicalism is also an important building block in constructing an understanding of the political framework which has developed in Britain leading to the present.  With the benefit of hindsight, we know that the syndicalist revolution failed to take place and consequently the question of revolutionary industrial activity appears to only be of interest to historians.  Another interpretation however could be that the use of industrial action for political ends, such as the Great Miners' Strikes of the 1970s and 80s, and the seriousness with which bourgeois government took them, has its roots in the arguments put forward by syndicalists in the early years of the century.
  The use of direct action as a first choice of political action, rather than a last resort following failed negotiation, was a central tenet of syndicalist thinking.  This strategy is explicitly practised today by groups such as Reclaim the Streets
 and the myriad organisations involved in the anti-capitalist events of 18 June, 30 November 1999 and 1 May 2000 in London and Seattle.  Importantly the concentration on direct action was seen as more effective to the early twentieth century British working class than the union hierarchy's dependence on careful negotiation. 

The period itself is an interesting one straddling as it does the pre and post World War 1 and pre and post Bolshevik Revolution epochs.  With reference to both of these events, the existence of an internationalist and revolutionary trade union based tendency in a country with an advanced and well-organised labour movement is worthy of analysis.

Once it is accepted that British syndicalism is worth analysing questions as to its validity become apparent.  Was there a British syndicalism at all or are Ted Parry's claims to a specific Welsh syndicalism legitimate?
  Is Sheila Rowbotham correct in her claim that syndicalism excluded women because of its concentration on workplace organisation?
  These are significant questions both as lessons from history to inform the present and in understanding the movement as a historical subject.

The structure of the dissertation is designed to investigate these questions.  In doing this it will be necessary to analyse the developing theory and practice of the practical revolutionaries throughout the period.  The first chapter examines the arguments about the origins of British syndicalism.  The main academic debate centres over whether the origins of British syndicalism were mainly a foreign import or whether it was an indigenous movement arising from existing British conditions.  Henry Pelling states the dominant position that, “[t]he growth of syndicalism was due to two main influences, one coming from America and the other from France”
 The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW or Wobblies) were formed in Chicago in 1905 and the French Confederation Generale du Travail (CGT) was formed in 1895.  Both combinations were set up in a largely unorganised setting, unlike the craft based trade union structure already existing in Britain.  Tom Mann, a respected British trade union activist, visited syndicalists in France in 1910 after he returned from Australasia.  Mann claims the French example as his inspiration:

After our visit to Paris, Guy Bowman and I, with the support of a few representative trade unionists, decided to organize in Britain on lines similar to those which had been adopted by the French comrades.

However, Mann also sited British influences such as William Morris and his own trade union experience as factors in his advocacy of syndicalism.   Holton argues convincingly that British syndicalism's main driving force both ideologically and practically came from indigenous conditions.  These and other debates around the origins of British syndicalism will be covered in the first chapter.

The second chapter will deal with the specific example, of the development of, British syndicalist ideology as a theoretical framework, with reference to syndicalism as an international phenomenon.  As a practice based political model, the activities of individual syndicalist actors and syndicalist organisations will be used to illustrate this development.  The core tenets of, workers control and industrial democracy; internationalism; egalitarianism; and the link between organisational structures in the pre-revolutionary period with the envisaged egalitarian internationalist structures after the revolution will make up the analytical framework. 

The third chapter will examine the practical achievements of the British syndicalist movement.  These practical trade unionists wanted utopian ends.  It is clear that they managed to mobilise a good deal of militant direct action and succeeded in many short-term goals.  Three eras of syndicalist activity will be analysed against the historical backdrop of industrial militancy during the period, 1910 to 1914; 1914 to 1918; and 1918 to 1920.  The three are chosen because they share economic and political characteristics, which are favourable to syndicalism.  However, they each have their own separate historical causes for this. 

The final chapter will discuss why their ultimate goal of social revolution eluded them. Was it their own fault, as William Gallacher recriminates in his autobiography
, or were structural forces in British society against them from the start?  Many of the participants and organisations were central to forming the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) in 1920.  Was this a natural development of an immature ideology, as Lenin argues, or a serious mistake that took British revolutionary trade unionism into a blind alley from which it was not again to successfully emerge until the 1970s?  

Before the outcomes of British syndicalism can be assessed, it is first necessary to explore its origins.  It is to that task that this study will now turn.
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