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Chapter 3

The Ideology and Aims of British Syndicalists

Early twentieth century British syndicalism encompasses both a distinct ideology and a social revolutionary movement.  This chapter is concerned with the ideological "building blocks of political thought"
 which informed, and were informed by, the activities of the British syndicalist movement.  

To analyse this it will be necessary firstly, to justify the use of ideology as a vehicle for understanding syndicalism.  Secondly, use of the term 'syndicalism' will be justified.  Thirdly, the case that syndicalism is a distinct ideology rather than just a subsection of a larger ideology will be put.  Finally, syndicalist ideology will be deconstructed in order to assess its constituent parts.  

Ideology is a contested concept and it is therefore necessary to explain its use in this context.  Terry Eagleton lists sixteen possible definitions and these are just a "more or less random" sample.  He says that 

[t]o claim in ordinary conversation that someone is speaking ideologically is surely to hold that they are judging a particular issue through some rigid framework of preconceived ideas which distort their understanding.  I view things as they really are; you squint at them through a tunnel vision imposed by some extraneous system of doctrine.  There is usually a suggestion that this involves an oversimplifying view of the world - that to speak 'ideologically' is to do so schematically, stereotypically, and perhaps with the faintest hint of fanaticism.

However, as Eagleton recognises, this pejorative definition is not the only or the most useful conceptualisation of ideology.  Many of the syndicalists followed Marxist ideas
 and would have shunned the term 'ideology' for their beliefs.  They considered their creed to be "scientific socialism"
 and ideology to be the false consciousness created from the conditions of bourgeois hegemony.
  Nevertheless, for the purposes of this chapter an analysis of syndicalist ideology will be used, as stated in the opening paragraph.  That is, as a tool for understanding the "political concepts - indicated by terms such as liberty, justice, power and rights - that constitute [the] main foci"
 of the British syndicalist way of understanding the world.  Many of these concepts are shared by other ideologies such as Marxism and anarchism.  It will therefore be necessary to examine whether syndicalism is a distinct ideology or just a sub-section of some larger ideological construction.  

Within the broad category of British syndicalism, there were at least three more or less separate strands: revolutionary syndicalism, anarcho-syndicalism and industrial unionism.  Their proponents at times considered them so distinct that they wrote comparative theoretical essays emphasising their differences.
  However, "[t]he colloquial description of such movements as 'syndicalist' is useful because it draws attention to basic similarities between them".
  These are the "ineliminable concepts" of syndicalist ideology "to eliminate [these] means to fly against all known usages of the concept".
  

What were these ineliminable concepts of syndicalist ideology?  David Roberts' work, which exposes the roots of Italian Fascism as Italian Syndicalism
, could lead to the belief that syndicalism and fascism share core tenets.  These supposedly central beliefs are anti-parliamentarianism and violence.  Most syndicalists were against bourgeois parliament, as are all revolutionary Marxists and anarchists.   Sorel clearly linked syndicalism to a glorification of violence.  As he says,

[The anarcho-syndicalists] taught the workers that they need not be ashamed of acts of violence.  Till that time it had been unusual in the Socialist world to attenuate or to excuse the violence of the strikes

Sorel certainly saw fascism as a welcome development as did a number of Italian revolutionary syndicalists including Mussolini.  However, there can be no doubt that British syndicalism, along with other syndicalisms, was a left wing internationalist ideology. Ramsey MacDonald was later to say that "the answer to syndicalism is fascism"
.  Far from being a natural development of syndicalism, fascism was a reaction against it and other forms of militant socialism.
  The syndicalist use of violence was a means to an end rather than a thing to be glorified.  Most of the violent action involving British syndicalists was defensive in response to police and army brutality.  Not all syndicalists were proud of anti-parliamentary direct actionism.  The British industrial unionist Tom Bell, wrote in the 1930s that "[a]t no time was the SLP
 anti-parliamentarian"
.  This is slightly disingenuous in that the SLP tactic was to have its MPs vote Parliament out of existence.
  However, the anti-parliamentarianism of syndicalists is quite different from the fascist version.  In fascism and other authoritarian ideologies, parliament is seen as a democratic obstacle in the way of obtaining ultimate despotic power.  Bourgeois Parliament was seen by syndicalists, as sham democracy, as an arm of the oppressive state, merely a part of middle class hegemony.  The aim of removing it was not to replace it with an autocratic one party state but to introduce direct democracy and remove oppression altogether.

If syndicalism was not fascist or pre-fascist, was it pre-Communist or an "infantile disorder"
 as Lenin argued?  The CPGB was certainly made up of former British syndicalists and syndicalist inspired wartime shop stewards.
  However, as it was argued above, sharing some common aims and personnel does not mean that the ideologies are the same.  Sorel argued strongly that syndicalism was the pinnacle of socialist revolutionary development:

Revolutionary syndicalism is not then, as many believe, the first confused form of the working class movement, which is bound, in the end, to free itself from this youthful error; it has been, on the contrary, the produce of an improvement brought about by men who had just arrested a threatened deviation towards middle class ideas.

Equally, pre-World War One syndicalists considered their theories and organisations to be the rational development of Marxist or anarchist theories and organisations.  They put their faith in raising the consciousness of workers who were already organised in the only real mass proletarian movement, the trade unions.  After the war, Lenin's criticisms of the British revolutionaries were twofold.  Firstly, he argued that they should have attempted federation with the Labour Party and secondly, that they should organise along the lines of democratic centralism.  These failures, he felt, showed the movement's lack of theoretical maturity.  They were, in his view necessary compromises to gain access to power and efficiency
.  However, the syndicalists had not overlooked these options but rejected them for sound reasons.  Amalgamation with the Labour Party was never an option for revolutionary groups before the war
, because the Labour Party was closely allied to the Liberals, not only as a parliamentary necessity but also in its faith in gradual social progress.
  The argument against democratic centralism was as strong then as it is now and was born out by the events in the Soviet Union.  The syndicalists saw that in order to create an egalitarian commonwealth the revolutionary organisation needed to be created along equitable lines.
  With hindsight it is possible to see that the syndicalists accurately foresaw the problems which a Leninist Party structure would bring after the revolution and that their ideological concern with non-authoritarian structure was a valid analysis.
     

Syndicalism was not just a primitive version of fascism or Bolshevism it was a distinct ideology.  As stated in the previous chapter "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 definition indicates the ineliminable tenets as well as forms of organisation.  The beliefs without which it would not be syndicalism, are beliefs in workers control and direct democracy to engender equality and freedom, with direct action to obtain the reform and revolution needed to bring them about.

Syndicalists clearly did not have fascist violence and anti-democratic sentiment as part of their belief structure.  Neither were they naïve pre-communists who needed educating by their more advanced Russian comrades.  They had a fully worked out and rationally constructed ideology which explained the world and posited a plan for its improvement.
  Their main ideological concern was the removal of oppression in order to engender equality and freedom for all.  Without equality, the freedom for some to oppress others merely removes freedom from those enslaved.  Therefore, syndicalists developed model structures which would eliminate oppression as much as possible from life.  Rudolf Rocker, explained this utopian aspiration which he could see emanating from the existing conditions of life.

It . . . concerns us to-day to reconstruct the economic life of the peoples from the ground up and build it up anew in the spirit of Socialism. But only the producers themselves are fitted for this task, since they are the only value-creating element in society out of which a new future can arise. Theirs must be the task of freeing labour from all the fetters which economic exploitation has fastened on it, of freeing society from all the institu​tions and procedure of political power, and of opening the way to an alliance of free groups of men and women based on co-operative labour and a planned administra​tion of things in the interest of the community. To prepare the toiling masses in city and country for this great goal and to bind them together as a militant force is the objective of modern Anarcho-Syndicalism, and in this its whole purpose is exhausted.

Writing at the end of the 1930s during the Spanish Civil War, Rocker was aware of the failure of Soviet Bolshevism to deliver the egalitarian commonwealth of which syndicalists dreamed.  This appeal to direct producers', or workers' control, can be seen as a response to the understanding that the removal of private property does not in itself remove exploitation.
  Syndicalists had already reached this conclusion by 1912, when the Unofficial Reform Committee (URC), wrote the Miners' Next Step, as part of their attempts to raise the consciousness of their fellow trade unionists.  They speak out against nationalization, which they say merely switches the extraction of profit from private to government employers.  The answer they say is industrial democracy because

To have a vote in determining who shall be your fireman, manager, inspector, etc., is to have a vote in determining the conditions which shall rule your working life.  On that vote will depend in a large measure your safety of life and limb, of your freedom from oppression by petty bosses, and would give you an intelligent interest in, and control over your conditions of work.  To vote for a man to represent you in Parliament, to make rules for, and assist in appointing officials to rule you, is a different proposition altogether.

It is worth restating that this was part of a practical proposition for reorganisation of the Miners' Federation of Great Britain (MFGB), not just a work of theory.  Within the text, there are short-term aims for such things as "a minimum wage of 8/- per day" and "a 7 hour day"
.  This indicates the practical intention of the authors.  Leading early twentieth century syndicalist agitator, Mann also mistrusted the state as an agent of emancipation as is made clear in the following passage from his Memoirs

The outlook for the future is not that of a centralized official bureaucracy giving instructions and commands to servile subordinates, I look for the coming of associations of equals, working co-operatively to produce with the highest efficiency, and simultaneously to care for the physical and mental wellbeing of all.  This is precisely what we advocated as Syndicalists.

Clearly, the syndicalist vision was far removed from the realities of the authoritarian state the Soviet Union was to become.  This was no mere accident because the syndicalists had been aware of the probability that pre-revolution party structure would set the pattern for post-revolutionary administration.  The post-revolutionary egalitarian commonwealth would be based on the syndicalist union. Clearly, a sophisticated prefigurative teleological approach to the attainment of their aims of equality engendered freedom.  This was one of the main ineliminable tenets of syndicalism.

The syndicalist political tool for reaching this end was direct action.  Industrial militancy was also used as a practical tactic for winning short term aims.
  This is at odds with the Sorelian view of the General Strike as an organising myth.  As he says, 

it matters little whether the general strike is a partial reality or simply a product of the popular imagination.  All that is necessary to know is whether the general strike contains everything that socialist doctrine expects of the revolutionary proletariat.

Syndicalists saw the General Strike and other less dramatic forms of direct action as practical tools to be used for gaining either economic or political ends.
  

Syndicalists of the revolutionary and anarcho-syndicalist kind saw industrial action as the only from of political opposition.  They saw bourgeois Parliament as sham democracy, which merely led to wasting political energy.  Industrial unionists, influenced by De Leon originally saw the defeat of capitalism as coming from electoral victory in Parliament.  However, through participation in the practical experience of the pre-war strike wave and the wartime Rank and File movement they adopted militant tactics.
    These tactics were accepted and adopted by ordinary trade unionists and by the previously unorganised working class.
  This was not because the workers were dazzled by a believable myth, as Sorel would have it.  They were accepted because industrial action was a traditional form of working class resistance and in times of economic boom and labour shortages, the syndicalist tactic of no compromise strike action, which was merely an extreme form of industrial action, was effective in winning disputes.  Between 1910 and 1920 the economic circumstances encouraged victory for militant action.    

There can be no doubt that syndicalism was a distinct ideology in the ultra left camp.  It came from Marxist and anarchist roots but was distinct from them in a number of important ways.  The main difference was its appeal to direct action of a traditional militant trade union kind.  This was not only the myth of action, of a fanciful general strike to bring about the overthrow of capitalism, it was also based in the practical day to day struggles between labour and capital over wages, hours and conditions of work.  Syndicalism engendered a new militant strain of British trade unionism based in rank and file action rather than bureaucratic compromise.  This was a movement with a clear ideology based in the belief that equality and freedom would be brought about by the removal of oppression through participatory democracy in all aspects of life.

The next chapter will outline the attempts made by syndicalists to put these ideals into practice.
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