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Chapter 2

The Contested Origins of the British Syndicalist Movement

Robert Owen, over eighty years ago, advocated the necessity for such a method of organisation [workers' control of industry], and made a good start at putting it into practice
 

(Tom Mann, 1912)

The English are distinguished by an extraordinary lack of understanding of the class war; their ideas have remained very much dominated by medieval influences: the guild, privileged, or at least protected by laws, still seems to them the ideal of working-class organisation

(Georges Sorel, 1906)

The above quotations typify the core arguments put forward at the time and subsequently, as to whether syndicalism in Britain grew out of existing conditions, or whether alternatively, it was an alien, foreign import with limited chance of success.  Of course the two hypotheses are not mutually exclusive but are usually presented as such. 

In addressing the debate about the origins of British syndicalism, it will first be necessary to discuss whether pre-1920 British syndicalist movements are worthy of investigation.  It is then possible to give some definitions of syndicalism and outline a number of the defining events of British syndicalism.  Finally, the arguments over whether syndicalism was an import or home grown will be put and the merits of this approach discussed.

Britain, as an arena of syndicalist activity, could appear insignificant if compared with Spain, United States, France or Italy
.  After all, no social or political revolution took place in Britain.  Eric Hobsbawm argues that the significance of British syndicalism was "much smaller than enthusiastic historians of the left have sometimes supposed".
  If this is indeed the case, is British syndicalism worthy of investigation?  British syndicalist organisations never gained the membership claimed by syndicalist unions in the countries just mentioned.  Strictly syndicalist unions, had marginal membership figures.  Examples of these were the De Leonist (see below) Industrial Workers of Great Britain (IWGB), the Industrialist League (an anti-De Leonist revolutionary syndicalist union which split from the IWGB in 1908) and the anarcho-syndicalist Industrial Union of Direct Actionists.
  None of these organizations ever had sufficiently large membership to undertake significant industrial action, at the most their membership was counted in the hundreds.  This bares no comparison with the figures for syndicalist union membership elsewhere:

UNION
YEAR
MEMBERSHIP

CGT (FRANCE)
1910
360,000

USI (ITALY)
1912
80,000

IWW (USA)
1912
18,400

CNT (SPAIN)
1911
50,000



The low level of British syndicalist union membership was unsurprising because of the external consideration of high densities of existing union organisation in skilled and unskilled sectors.  As a result, British syndicalists developed the tactical policy of "boring from within"
 to raise the revolutionary consciousness of members of existing unions, with the hope that they would remould their organisations from reformist to revolutionary entities.  This tactic meant that syndicalists could not organise as traditional open membership organisations but instead operated in communications networks.

Early twentieth century British syndicalism was defined by its internationalist social revolutionary adherence to industrial direct action and/or industrial organisation as a vehicle to engender a communist (state or anti-state) egalitarian commonwealth.  This clumsy and wide-ranging definition is necessary in the British case because syndicalism is a contentious term reflected by the complex structure of British syndicalism.  Internationally (including Britain) syndicalists debated the organisational structure required to obtain their common social revolutionary aims and utopian models regarding the post-revolutionary administration.  Daniel De Leon the theorist who inspired the American Industrial Workers of the World (IWW or Wobblies)
 and the British Socialist Labour Party (SLP) argued that "'Syndicalism', a word of French origin, reflects a thing of French birth.  [. . .] 'Syndicalism' is not 'Industrial Unionism'"
.  De Leon's pedantic semiological concerns refer to his strange revolutionary doctrine of building industrial unions as post-revolutionary administrative structures while waiting for electoral victory to provide the majority to dismantle the capitalist state. 'Syndicalism' as De Leon correctly states is of French origin not only as a word but also as the country that first wedded the revolutionary unionist project to the term.  

Ironically, in France, syndicalism is synonymous with trade unionism and there it is necessary to identify syndicalism as 'revolutionary syndicalism'.
  Sorel famously codified this as the maturest form of socialist revolutionary movement unashamed of the use of violence to further its aims, all hung together by the organising myth of the general strike.
  However, Barbara Mitchell powerfully contends that the actual French syndicalists - with whom Sorel had little contact or influence - were "practical revolutionaries", that is they had revolutionary goals in mind but also occupied themselves with short term industrial and political concerns.
  Importantly, the origin of the name does not necessarily identify the origin of the movement, we must consider Mann's reference, in the introductory quotation, to the early British trades unionists of 1834 who had an explicitly revolutionary agenda.
 The Mann, Sorel, De Leon examples illustrate the complex and many faceted nature of those groups taking, or in the Wobblies case rejecting
, the syndicalist label.  

What unites British syndicalism as a recognisable meaningful phenomenon is the linking of the Marxist or anarchist class struggle doctrine of social revolution to industrial direct action.  The syndicalist union is the revolutionary organisation rather than the party and the organisation of post revolutionary society is based on workers' control through the organisational structure of the union.  As Holton argues this, "more or less sustained conception of revolutionary class struggle by industrial means" indicates that syndicalism was somewhat more than Lenin's sectarian description of the "immature" prototype of working class organisation.
  However, as indicated in the previous paragraph, British syndicalists were deeply split over the question of organisation.

There were two main schisms. The first was to do with tactical methods of building mass support, while the second was in respect of the ideologically ideal type of organisation.  

The debate over tactics towards creating a movement capable of achieving its social revolutionary objectives was specific to the British case.  In a "mature industrial setting"
 there was no vacuum of workplace organisation to fill as there was in other countries.  Britain did have a history of revolutionary trade union activity.  

However, the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union failed to achieve its social revolutionary agenda in 1834. The attempts throughout the intervening years to bring about the revolutionary general strike, first mooted by William Benbow in 1831 (the idea was resurrected by the Chartists in 1839 and in the political crisis of 1866-7)
 were abortive.  Since then, the British trade union movement had been either studiously apolitical or supportive of reformist bourgeois parliamentary parties, mainly the Liberal Party.  In 1901, the Taff Vale ruling made picketing illegal.  As a result, trade unions set up a body to co-ordinate political pressure to obtain the repeal of the Taff Vale decision  the Labour Representation Committee.  This evolved into the Labour Party, literally a party set up to provide a political voice for organised labour within the existing bourgeois political structure.  

This existing trade union structure led syndicalists into two diametrically oppositional positions.  The position taken by the SLP was to organise an entirely separate Industrial Union and in preparation for this aim, the SLP formed the Advocates of Industrial Unionism in 1907.  De Leonists were not strictly syndicalists of course, as the function of the De Leonist industrial union was to form the basis of the post-revolutionary administration with the party performing the task of achieving revolution through parliamentary action.  However, many rank and file SLPers at the time came to the view of expanding the role of the industrial union to include that of revolutionary agent.
  These, along with some British anarchists who reached similar conclusions via a different route, rejected the existing unions which they wrote off as: bureaucratic, craft divided and hence lacking the structural requirements of a revolutionary organisation.  This latter approach was to be termed "dual unionism" because it advocated setting up revolutionary unions alongside existing reformist organisations.
  Trade union activists such as  Mann and  Bowman, ("a leading British anarcho-syndicalist"
), took the more successful route of developing a "syndicalist contact network" within and between existing trade union and socialist structures.
  To this end in 1910, they founded the Industrial Syndicalist Education League (ISEL) 
.  This was an interim measure with the stop gap objectives of encouraging militant industrial direct action, and advocating trade union amalgamation as well as inter trade solidarity.

Since the Russian Revolution and the Spanish Civil War, syndicalism has usually been seen as a libertarian model of socialist organisation in opposition to the centralist authoritarian Leninist party structure.  This view of syndicalism as the alternative or "Other", (to borrow Simone de Beauvoir's oppositional analytical approach),
 to the authoritarian Communist mainstream of revolutionary construction, was not of course available to the syndicalists of the early part of the century.  If anything, syndicalism seemed in the ascendance on the revolutionary British left with the alternative being the parliamentary Marxist Social Democratic Federation (SDF), which was defined by its opposition to direct action rather than their party structure.  This left all those revolutionaries who saw the importance of organising in the workplace in the syndicalist camp by default.  As a result, both centralist and anarchist pre-revolutionary forms of organisation, as well as state and anti-state blueprints for post-revolutionary administration, were advocated.  To those who look to the syndicalist organisations for inspiration towards anti-authoritarian revolutionary structures, the case is further complicated by key actors such as  Bowman.  Bowman identified himself as an anarchist. He was a member of the centralist/parliamentary SDF and at that time co-founded the ISEL! However, the 'myth'
 of an influential British revolutionary movement with a libertarian communist agenda cannot be utterly dismissed.  Perhaps the most influential British syndicalist manifesto was the Miners' Next Step which called for direct "control of the organisation by the rank and file"
 because "leadership implies power held by the leaders, which in turn is based on the suppression of the men, from being independent thinkers"
.  This tendency towards rank and file empowerment can best be ascribed to the role of participating activists in the creation of syndicalist revolutionary ideology in the British setting.
  Possibly because of this, and other national/historical factors, the one variant of syndicalism that did not appear in the British arena was fascist or national syndicalism. "National syndicalism" was used in Mussolini's Italy
 and Franco's Spain as the theoretical basis for corporate industrial structures.  It can be argued that national syndicalism is the opposite of revolutionary syndicalism in the same way that National Socialism is to internationalist socialism.  In that both 'national' types claim roots in syndicalism/socialism but actually use this to strengthen capitalist/state power.

The upshot of all this leaves us with the definition of early twentieth century British syndicalism outlined earlier.  To deconstruct this understanding with reference to the above text, it is necessary to explain the constituent parts it in turn.  British syndicalism was "internationalist social revolutionary" because of its roots in Marxism and/or anarchism.  Its "adherence to industrial direct action and/or industrial organisation" refers to the different syndicalist approaches. These are approaches from De Leonists and conventional syndicalists in dual unionist and existing unionist forms, to the means of revolutionary transformation, which separates them from Marxist parties such as the SDF.  The use of these organisations "as a vehicle to engender a communist (state or anti-state) egalitarian commonwealth" indicates both their teleological political ideology and their lack of consensus as to the appropriate form of post-revolutionary structure.

Movements encompassed by these organisational models and utopian aspirations can be traced back to at least the general union experiments of the early nineteenth century already mentioned.  Direct linkage is less easy to argue as organisations were formed and dissolved with no continuous bodies maintaining either membership or traditions throughout the period.  Some leading syndicalists certainly saw the roots of their movement in nineteenth century British utopian socialism and trade union organisation.   Mann, who has correctly been honoured with the key leadership role within British syndicalism, identified both with the evolution of British trade unionism, in which he had been a central actor
, and with the ideas of British socialists such as  Morris.
  Mann's conviction that there were 'class war' currents running through the events of the organisation and militancy of the previously unorganised unskilled working class in the 1890s
 is difficult to square with the behaviour of the organisations surviving from this time to the syndicalist high tide of 1910 to 1920.  Unions formed in the 1890s to combine unskilled workers, such as the Workers Union and the Gasworkers and General Labourers Union, had created a centralised bureaucracy and developed a conciliatory relationship with employers.
  Equally problematic is his reference to Morris as a syndicalist ideologue.  Morris, and the Socialist League of which he was a member, had little or no practical links with the trade union movement or the strikes in which they were involved.
  However, on a theoretical level, the task of engendering "the change" from "commercialism" to communism, was given to a union of "all the recognized wage-paid employments" which brought about a revolutionary general strike in Morris' utopian novel News From Nowhere.
  

However, Mann was an internationalist in both theory and practice and never claimed exclusively British origins for British syndicalism.  He visited French anarcho-syndicalists in 1910 and had wide experience in Australian trade union and Labour politics in the previous ten years.  He openly admitted that these experiences contributed to his conversion to syndicalism
.  Similarly, Galacher (later to become a Communist MP), a leader of the syndicalistic wartime shop stewards movement, was happy to draw favourable comparisons between their revolutionary movement and the theories of Lenin and practices of the Bolsheviks.
    

Holton argues convincingly that "British syndicalism was no alien import but a highly relevant and natural response to British conditions".
  On the other hand there can be no doubt that Joseph White is correct in saying that "[s]yndicalism did not originate in Britain".
  These apparently oppositional statements are both correct.  This paradox arises because of the nature of syndicalism itself.
  It certainly suited employers facing increasingly militant workers to blame it all on an "alien continental ideology"
 rather than upon legitimate grievances.  Taking this accusation seriously, Holton identifies "domestic traditions of industrial militancy and anti-state socialism"
 as fertile soil for syndicalist ideas to flourish.  These conditions, this kind of fertile soil, existed in Britain at the time under consideration.
  It seems clear that the strike wave of 1910 to 1914
, reflected an increasing mood of working class self confidence and discontent with the status quo.  A similar temper can be seen following the war, when direct action was used to prevent the shipment of arms to support Poland against Red Russian forces.  The Triple Alliance was formed between transport, mining and railway unions to support each other in action,
 a clearly industrial unionist strategy.  

These events can be read as promising signs for the twin syndicalist projects of direct action to achieve revolutionary aims and the formation of industrial unions to prevent the "divide and rule" tactic often used by employers against craft based unions.   Nevertheless, it is undeniable that they did not end in the social revolution that the syndicalists wanted.  

Was this failure a result of syndicalism being an "alien import" and therefore unacceptable to the British working class?  This is a temptingly simple but unlikely thesis.  The act of moving a good idea across a political boundary does not automatically turn it into a bad one, even when that boundary is the English Channel!  At any rate the syndicalist adherents had not been so naïve as to present their ideology as an imported doctrine.  Mann and Bowman's variant, the ISEL, was by far the most influential (by 1912 the monthly journal The Syndicalist had a claimed circulation of 20,000
) and used the uniquely British tactic of entryism or conversion of existing unions.    

Alternatively, could the lack of conversion from militancy to revolution be ascribed to the skill of the ruling class in managing the workers discontent?  This formula is often put forward in praise of the superior 'British style' of softly softly government and enlightened capitalism.  Concessions were certainly made to the working class organisations both as a result of the increasing electoral success of the Labour Party and due to the need for a quick fix to quell industrial militancy at outbreak of war.  Nevertheless, these concessions were as much to do with the skill of experienced labour movement negotiators as to the cunning of establishment actors such as David Lloyd George.  To the syndicalists, both sides were enemies, class enemies in the case of the ruling class state machinery and class traitors in the form of Arthur Henderson and other collaborators.  However, the working class supporters of the reformist unions and Labour Party mainly continued to trust and support their existing representatives.
  This cosy 'enlightened relationship' was offset by the brutal over reaction of the military in Tonypandy and the Liverpool Docks dispute (see below).

The final possibility to be examined is that the economic conditions were not yet ripe for revolution.  If this was the case, it begs the question 'when would be an economically revolutionary situation?'  Profits were high and wages were being kept artificially low in a period of reduced unemployment.  The strength and grievances of workers could scarcely have been higher.  In some areas apparently revolutionary situations did exist.  In Tonypandy, South Wales, riots broke out as part of the Cambrian combine dispute and led to the death of one striker and the injury of five hundred others.
  In the 1911 Liverpool Docks strike, gunboats were sent to the Mersey when the strike committee, led by syndicalists, took control of the docks and only allowed essential goods to be moved by a system of permits.
  As Holton says the syndicalists were able to encourage a proto-syndicalist mood in sections of the organised working class:

While the strikers were not aiming at revolution, they were prepared by their hostile behaviour towards employers, trade union leaders and the state to challenge the legitimacy of public power and the sanctity of private property in action if not in words.

It seems clear, if unsurprising that elements of inherent proto-syndicalism in British working class traditions were stimulated and encouraged by ideas and practical examples brought in from abroad, by influential British trade union militants.  Government leaders and employers were clearly concerned that a dangerously disruptive, if not outright revolutionary, situation was unfolding.  No revolution or even near revolution took place, but what these investigations into the complex world of early twentieth century British syndicalism reveal is that the main import from France was the willingness to mould the syndicalist utopian project to the short term aspirations of the organised working class.

In the next chapter, the syndicalist ideology which engenders this link between theory and day to day direct action will be analysed.  As a distinct phenomenon, British syndicalism will be tested against other syndicalisms with a view to assessing how much the practical experience of British activist/theorists developed the theory in this advanced industrial-capitalist and trade union setting.
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