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Introduction

After the electoral defeat of*9 June 1983, a handful of labour leaders
began to talk about the necessity for 'extra-Parliamentary struggle'. Their
most frequent justifications for returning to themes, shouted out of court in
the case of Peter Tatchell, have been defensive: the only way to safeguard
hard-won rights from an intransigent enemy is. to adopt tactics of direct
action. Extra-Parliamentary forms of politics have, in this debate, most
usually been represented as exceptional strategies for adoption in extreme
situations. In what follows, we want to make a specifically historical con-
tribution- to these issues.

Of course, there are no ready-made answers which the study of history

- will neatly scoop up. But what is often lost sight of is that the dominant
definitions of politics today have a particular historical origin.
'Parliamentary politics', it seems, have no history of their own, but are }

-
the paradigm for legitimate political behaviour as such. They represent a-
a completed political system, with no future (of necessary changes) and no
past (of costs, detours or mistakes). Against this, we wish to argue that
msny modern political assumptions (especially assumptions about what counts
as Elitics} were formed in struggles around the First World War. It was
this period, zbove a:li,__th.e._t_ produced the equation between 'the comstitution'
and 'poli ic ' and narrowed the dominant conception of legitimste politics
to exclude many pre-existing popular forms. Indeed, the narrowing itself
depded'un breaking the back of an extra-parliamentary socialist movement,
and bolstering some elements of an inherited labourism, giving it a fuller
popular legitimacy.

More was ihvolved here than the familiar distinction between a reformist
camp of Labour and a revolutionary position which, in this period, looked most
of all towards Bolshevism. This way of dividing up the political scene on

the left was not so clear cut at that time. The emergence of the division
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was itself, in part, a product of the resort to censtitutionalism. Before
the 1920s especially, socialist strategies were much more waried, resourceful,
fluid and confused, than this simple retrospective dichotomy suggests. There
were a number of strategic areas of strugcle which clearly did not conform
to-it. It is important to stress the contingent nature of struggles at that
time and our sense of a range of possible outcomes. This matches our belief
that socialist movements are going to have to be very much more experimentsl
strategically if they are going to make real inroads into the Thatcherite
hegemony. The opposition between '"reformist' and "revolutionary' routes

or between 'parliamentary' and '"exitra-parliamentary' means are relatively
crude categories for this purpose, though they certainly express some impor- |
tant differences. In particular we do not reckon that the guestion of

parliasmentary representation is the key for distinguishing a 'rewlu-tiona.ry‘

from a "reformist' politicse. k-

To make these points more concretely we concentrate on the responses of

some of the main socialist groupings to the extension of the franchise, to
the growth of state intervention, and to Conservative 'constitutionalism' in

the period 1910-1924. We approach the period in a necessarily selective way.

Our purpose is'to explore how the forms of a statist and a "constitutiomalist!
socislism developed, a socialism, that is, that focussed popular eneréies on

the demand for state reforms while limiting the forms of struggle within a
particular and narrow conception of legality. We are also concernmed with the

process by which this form of politics undercut the commitment to change by

popular agency from below and divided the socialist and labour movements.

Qur aim is to show how a narrow and conservative notion of 'the political'

was implanted in the very heart of the labour movement itself.



The Variety of Socialism
When the Labour Representation Committee was formed in 1900, the

strategy of extending the struggles of the labour movement into parliament
appeared to a whole spectrum of opinion within the labour movement itself as
a viable, realistic and necessary political choice. The success of popular
Liberalism had long dependéd on such a commitment from working people.

Before 1900 any alternative and independent working-class politics had been
extra-parliamentary. But in the long-term, the reconstruction of the
political field which resulted from the Reform Bills of 1867 and 1884
presented new opportunities for the independent representation of labour.

On this, most socislists and non-socialists within the labour movement were
agreed. Membership of the LRC included representatives from the parliamentary
committee of the Trade Union Congress, the Fabians, the socialist Independent
Labour Part and the marxist Social Democratic Federation. Not all these
groups, by any means, shared a single conception of how this new political
space could be worked, nor was there even consensus on what goals should be
followed. There was a basic conflict between the majority of the trade
unionists whose tone was fundamentally ameliorative, aspiring to serve 'the
direct interests of labour', and the explicitly anti-capitalist demands of
the socialists. It was this opposition - forming the classic parameters of
'labourism' - which accounted for the amalgam of currents within the LRC.

The impact of the "'new' unionism of the 1880s - in particular the active
intervention of unskilled workers in socialist and industrial polities, which
loosened the ties binding skilled labour to Liberalism - sharpened rather
than overcame this opposition. What was at e Rl majority of ,
sociglists and marxists at the turn of the century was not the extension of
the struggle into parliament, as a strategic perspective, but the forms and

conditions of that extension.
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It is on this aspect of socialist politics that- we-concentrate- cenfining
our discussion for the most part to the years 1910 to 1924. The defining
feature of this period was the mass transformation in the pnlific:al. allegiance
of the worlking class frowm Liberal to Labour, a transformation without parallel
in wodern British history. The development of the various strands of socialism,
and particularly the vicissitudes of the relatively tiny marxist groupinas,
have to be situated within this context. Politics in these years including
socialist politics, was in deep flux. Socialism itself carried manv and varied
meanings. It was onlv by the end of this period that definitions of socialism -
‘reformist' or 'revolutionary' - which seem today so much part of the bermanent
inventory of left politics hardened into-a central, organising principle. The
force of this antagonism crucially depended on the apparent possibilities for
a parliamentary route to socialism, and the pressures for such a fracture began
to develop from the early 1900s. After only one year -the SDF pulled out of the
Labour Representation Cownittee. From 1920 the gap between a gradualist,
constitutional strategy and a militant industrial politics rapidly widened. An
attewpt at socialist uwnity in 1911 attracted only a minority of socialists,
with more than half the membership of the new British Socialist Party dis-
appearing by 1914. At the Leeds Convention of. June 1917, called to welcome the
February Revolution in Russia, although the rhetoric was excitable and enthu-
sias® for worers' councils unbounded, there were also deep differences which
remained more or less unspo%en. The process of socialist definition finally
culminated in the formation of the Cownunist Partv on the Bolshevik model,
and the emergence of the Labour Partv . as a partv of government.

These two parties were divided by their antagonistic conceptions of 2
strategies adequate for a constitutional and formally democratic nation..  -The

split largely pivoted on the parties' respective analyses of constitutional

democracy, Communists generally thinking it a shav constructed to c!e;!eiwe_: the
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workers, and the majority of the Labour Party into believing that the kev to
socialist transformation lay in'parlia*ﬂentaw democracyv. But our under-
standing of the Baking of this division is complicated by the fact that the
line demarcating constitutional from non-=constitutional was not fixed, nor
was 1t generally agreed where it should be drawn. Indeed, it became a primary
object of struggle from 1910 until the General Strike.

Within the lived conditions of working-class experience no hard-and—fast
distinction could be established between tactical, ameliocrative gains and a
long-term strategy aiwing for collective ownership. The range of demands
included within a trade union perspective, for exawple, could be very wide
indeed. The National Union of Gas “orkers and General Labourers -~ albeit an
nusually militant union — illustrates this. Ineir rules, drawn up in 1894,
included dewands for the eight hour day, equal pay for women, the abolition
of piece work and of unpaid gvertime, the enforcement of the Truck sect and
'legislation for the betterment of the lives of the working class'. These
objectives were to be secured by 'the return of mewbers of the union to
vestries, school boards, boards of guardians, municipal bodies, and to Parl-
iament, provided such candidates are pladed to the collective ownership of
the means of production, distribution and exchange"-l 8y the turn of the
century, commitment to the independent representation of the working class by
a Labour Party tended to blur and disrupt distinctions between immediate and
long-term demands to an even greater extent than hitherto. So too did the
extension of the state. It was exactly around all these ambiguities that
various currents met in the formation of a 'Labour socialism', that is, in
a combination of socialist and social democratic elewents which cohered in

o
the post-war Labour Party.”

The Extension of the State

The essential context of socialist dilemnas was the growth of state

intervention itself. Socialism as a doctrine and state formation as a process
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were quely intertw:in_ed. In mach of the dominant disocourse of the day, the
reordering of the state - the collapse of 'individualism', the increase in
municipal and state ownership and control of u'tilities.- the unprecedented
regulatory functions of the state, the financing of national welfare schemes
by progressive taxation - came to be called 'socialisa', as a synonym for
mllectivis'a.3 It became clear after the Liberal administration of 1906 that
significant social reforms oould be secured through the state. A eonception
of state-guaranteed social rights - such as the right to a 'national minimum!
or living wage - was shared by a number of Liberals and (at least as an
immediate demand) by the majority of socialists. This was a broad comwmitment
tu__a social democracy, and it is 5imiific_:ant that 'mtil the war, all socialists
and marxists considered thewmselves social democrats. For some, the Liberal

reforms ac‘l;ually provided a model for future socialist practice, while for
others, _mtwit.hstaud:_i.ng the inmediate benefits bestowed by these Iefcr'_*ls, they
were understood as consolidating the drift towards the repressive statism of
the 'Servile State!.?

But as a result of the accelerating intervention of the state, snc:ialists
were daily confronted with quite ne+ choices about how to organise inside the
fiel&of state activity. The dichotomy of wor'dng inside or outside the state
was never siwple, and from this time became increasingly less so. For examle,
apart from the possibilities for independent representation in parliament,
there were a nuwber of apparatuses in the locality which could (and sometimes
did) pass to socialist control. As stri%es took on a national difnensirm. and
in the walke of the Conciliation Act of 1896, trade unionists began to find
themselves negotiating directly with state officials. Trade unions were
integrated into the apparatuses of the state to assist with the organisation

of trade boards, national insurance and labour exchanges. - Towm Mannmy- SDF

menber and militant leadér of the Dock Strike in 1839, was installed a little



7

later as a member of the Royal Covmission on Labour. kKey members of the labour
movenent were given the opportunity to occupy specific posts and sites within
the state due to their 'expertise' on inu:lustri:;.T.. ;uatters Or as representatives
of the larger movement, as the 'voice' of labour. At every turn, whatever
strategies the parties were to adopt, the recomposition of the state directly
affected Sa_c_i.alist practice.

It is not surprising therefore that the predominant currents within the
socialist movewent became more and more preoccupied with the state. To
sumnarize a cowplex pattern of events, we can sugoest three particular issues
that am:eared in a new light. First was the guestion of participation in the
representative apparatuses of the state. The hold of abstentionism, — i.e.,
the principled refusal to become involved in parliamentary politics - was
traditionally very weak in Britain, and as a result political dispute centred,
as we have indicated, on the conditions of participation. For the most part,
from the 1910s, this effectively meant deciding what to do about the Labour
Party. There wer: moments when it really did seem as if it were on the cards
to create an alternative, and specifically pHletarian, weans of representation
which would supersede the parliamentarianis» of Labour, parl:icula.r':lv when the
elect &l machine was itself locked into immobilisation during the coalition
years between 1915 and 192°. For many, this was the ultimate promise of the
shop stewards' movement and the embryonic workers' councils. 3ut while these
movenents - generated by an industrial politics often of a distinctly
insurrecticnary temper - began to falter, or wer- 'mable to overcome the
constraints of sectionalism, the iabour Party continued to develop into a
significant national organisation. Even in the adverse conditions of the
Coupon Election of 1918 pearlv two—and-a-half million people voted Labour and
from then 'ntil 1931 the Labour Party's share of the percentage of the total

.vote continued to grow steadily.
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" The sécond issue doncerned the state as an agent for reform and d:-llec—

tivism — the interventior.ist.. properties of the state. From the 1880s, it

was recognised that in all aspects of economic and ‘social life, mar<et forces
oould be regulated by state action. From the 1890s pfbpnsal-s for progressive
taxation envisaged the possibilities for the redistribution of the social
wealth, organised through state fiscal policy. * By the beginniﬁg of tﬁe 20th
century there existed a significant body of opinion, self-consciously socialist,
which envisaged the state as a primary means for the socialisation of
‘production, distribution and exchange'. The extent to which in practice
these objectives could overlap and cohere is striking. Before the 1920s, the
-divisiohs between those who subsequently emerged as social democrats and- -
socialists, or between new Liberals and Labour, were frequeritlv wnimaginably
fine. The case for 'collectivism' and even for 'socialism' could cut right
across party boundaries, springing up in some unlikely places. The most
divisive issue was the form of collectivism, and inextricably lin%ed to this,
the role to be assigned to the state. Radicals and socialists were united in
a deep distrust of the undiluted Prussianism of the Tariff Reform League - as
they were, after 1910, of Lloyd George. Apart from the outright statist
aspirations of the Unionists, most other conceptions of collectivism (the
Fabians weres an iwmportant exception) -believed democratic control to be integral
to collective control. - wWhether adequate democratiec controls could be secured
inside the existing apparatuses of the state was another matter.
The third new precccupation directly hinged on this last dilewma. What

should be the.ultimate objectives of the socialist movement in relation to

to the state- This sharplv raised the problem of the democratic pctentiaI’
of the (existing) state and the queéstion of its limits as an agent for
socialisation. It was within this period that the two most cowwon solutions —

occupying the state, or "smashing” it - were. formulated with greatest force,
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although a number of aid-way positions - 'transforming the state' - began to
cohere in these years. A now set of oppositions crystallized at this point.
How far did thcose engaged In ‘c::c,*_-rﬁ:'in_g' the stape necessarily curtail the
self-activity of working peonle, repredicing in a new form a statism devoid of
popular controls” And cid cormitment to the radical potentiality of working-
class activity mean that the only satisfactory solution would be to destroy

the state, and create a cowpletely new and alternative structure”

The Late 13th Centi-y

— m e

In conirontinn these -ucsticns, socialists were facing new political
conditions which were not of their ismediate making. As a consequence of
Britain's imperial d=cline, crinion w-s mobilising in the power bloc and
amongst the doinant classes advocating a drastic overhaul of the state, while
the state also assumed a new posi“ion in socialist thought. It has recently
been argued by Stephen Yeo that this preoccupation entailed a severe loss
for the socizlist fovement, breaking 9p older, more co-operative and spon-
taneous forms of workdino-olois sels—activity, marginalising and driving
underground a vicezous ra<ical -iiture. It is claimed that the breadth and
generosity of the socialist visicrn shriveiled into something al together more
-.:1:5_li.ta.:r:i_ar...5 There 1s mdovbtcdly stbkstance to this argument. OFf the two
strands of sociali=n which achisv=d dominance by the ‘1920s, the Labour Party
was excessively statist in its conizeption of socialism and in its practice,
while the Cownunist Party mirrored this excess, both in its vanguardism and
in inscribing the s*:=te .z the concentrate of all power-relations — hence
the need for it to be unecwivocally smashed.

Yeo's argument is that its stronoest when it highlights the connections
between socialism and sexual politics. The socialism of the 1880s and
18905 was perhaps less doghatic than its immediate successors (although, as

the political 7 _Shmas ~F 51132 ° —~dc ro~ipnd ns, this can be exaggerated) ;
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a significant number of traditionally-formed intellectuals found in the

-

socialist 'm.:;\-remént_a.l:tatural ally in their revolt against high Victorianism;
and tha 50(.‘_1.3115'!1 of the late 19th Century may have developed a mre.mherent
conception of cultural transformation than in the later period. Its utopian
Eim;nfs-mﬁderaiﬁed many eternalised and naturalised assumptions sediwented
in cu-'n-'nm: ser;sed thir;!ﬂ'.ng., ‘while after the 1890s there existed no critical
intellectual system sufficient to insure against the positivist incrus-
tations of Second and Third International marxism. In general there was
probably a ¢greater opénness to feminism, while in particular, certain
extremely influential individuals within the socialist movement actively
thought their socialism in terms of sexual politics.ﬁ There was little
comparable to this in the 1910s and 1920s. A commitment to sexual politics,
as a primary concern, was confined to the libertarian margins of the movement.
In relation to fewinist politics, at critical moments - most dramatically in
the formation and developwment of the shop stewards' movewment - a masculinist
model of socialism did perhaps restrict its own popularisation. In this
sense, it is right to suggest that this earlier model of socialist activity
lost its immediate hold, and the political costs involved may have been very
significant indeed.

In other respects, there may be room for more scepticism. After the
counter-attack of the 1890s, there was motyas Yeo claims a sharp break in
which the Labour Party, its head chock—-full of state socialiswm, simply stepped
into the vacuum and completed the defeat of a popular spirit of socialist
co—operation. This is to ignore the process by which altemaives were
rendered subordinate, and hides the resistances to those attempts at the
statization of socialism, a statization which was imposed from without, as
well. as being generated from within. It also ignores the deep ambiguities

which ran right through both labourism and the worked-up ideals of Labour
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Party collectivism. (Indeed it is paradoxical that some of the worst aspects
of a bureaucratie Labour mentality ocould happily nestle in the older discourse
of the 'religion of socialism'). Nor, on the other hand, is it possible to
trace any abrupt discontinuities in the language of socialism, although one
significant shift was the greater energy invested by socialists in rationalist
and secular societies. Individual militants still ﬂverwhellli.nély identified
with the socialist and cultural critics of the 19th century, devouring their
writings and treasuring the breadth of their vision. In reading the memoirs
of wordng-class socialists in this period one is constantly struck by the
cultural dislocation following the moment of 'conversion' - apoearing 'with
the force of an irrestible revelation® L and by the totality of commitment.
And there were positive gains, as well as the losses. The energies of
the fewminists were concentrated in the suffrage movement and in winning entry
into the public sphere. Although the relations between the socialist and
suffrage movements were far from harmonious, the eventual _inc:lu‘sinn of women
in the political nation was of absolutely fundamental importance f:or socialism.
Furthermore, through the work of women's organisations - such as the Women's
Co-operative Guild and the Fabian Women's Group - specifically feminist
concerns began very slowly to penetrate the labour movement. Frow the 1900s
the direction of feminism shifted in a way not dissimilar to socialism, and
in the process new issues were opened as points of possible political inter-
vention. The living conditions of working-class women in the family, most
especially the appa.lling_ hurc;'sen of maternity, is the most notable example.
In fact the conflicts between a eugenist-influenced campaign for state
endownent for motherhood - tying women into the howme and encouraging pro-
creation for national efficiency - and the experiences and aspirations of
women themselves reflects the more general process in which pressures for

reform and welfare, from below, were constantly vulnerable to a sustained
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reworldng ‘and statization as thev came nearer tﬂ'rea.lisatinn.a The super-
imposition of eollectivism and socialism could ¢learly invite such outcomes,
and there can be no doubt that within the mainstream of the labour =ove-

ment the yery conception of social reforms intersecte& at every point with

dominant .definitions of the 'social problew'.

The Labour Party's attempts to formilate a prograwse of reforms which
would abolish the 'social problzm' was highly contradictory: it challenged
the power of capital (forcing the state to construct new political solutions) ;
but it also repro luced elements of a corporate and subordinate political
culture. Given the dominatian of political and intellectual forces ranged
against ths labour movement this is not so surprising. The contraditions
and eonflicts ewbedded in the social and political programme of the Labour
Party could be resolved one way or ancther only through a process of
struggle, a struggle which had to be pitched both inside and outside the
party. This is the thewe we examine in the following sections looking at

some of the differing perspectives in the socialist tradition.

wyndicalism and Proto-Syndicalism

In The .tiners' Next Step, a document produced by the unofficial

committec of the 3outh Wales' Federation at the very beginning of 1917,
the statewent on policy opened by declaring:

I: The old policy of identity of intercst between

eaployers and ourselves te abolished, and a policy

of open hostility be installed.9
This is hardly typical of ﬂ'ltlsh trade unionism, but it convevs with clarity
the temper of industrial "}Glltlﬂs in the yea:rs. befc-re the First World ’-»Ia:r.
The impact the pamphlet made on Arthur Horner, the future miners’ leaders
was far from unique:

This programme and the movement it created

throughout the coal-field gave me ‘the inspiration

I had been looking for......The conception of

working-class power was to me far more realistic

than the idea of fighting for seats in parliament
merely for supporters of the Liberal-Labour Alliance.




13

In fact Horner's swift transition to Communism is directly representative
of that extraordinary transformation in consciousness of the South Wales
miners as a whole. The industrial battles of 1910-12 were of critical
importance - not only in South Wales - in the  disintegration of a popular
Liberalism.

The dimensions of these struggles before the war ars staggering. The
scholarly recognition of unrest hardly does justice. Trade union member-
ship shot up from two million in- 1910 to more than double that number by
the outbreak of war. Forty million working days were lost as a result of
strikes in 1912 alone. The labour threat took hold of the minds of the
governing classes, who were repeatedly confronted with a rash of strikes
commonly articulated in a language so irisurre_ctim‘tal it made genteel blood
curdle in fea.r_:.ll It was the apparent irrationalitv-of these conflicts
which so perplexed employers and politicians. The strikes were frequetly
_violent. Direct engagements between mass pickets and troops or police

were common. From this period the military presence in British social life -
not merely as spectacle or display, but as a centrally directed coercive
apparatu-s - assumed quite new significance, and was itself an index of a
deeper political c:‘isi;v.. Within organissd syndicalist groupings, the
development of the state came to be perceived in terms of an accentuating
militarism. Tom {dann's campaign in Liverpool was integrally linked to an
anti—militéxist position.’ Such sentiments touched every section of the
labour movement. During the rail strike of August 1911, Ramsay MacDonald,
having watched 1,000 mounted soldiers r:i..de down Southampton Row on their way
to the East End, complained to Winston Churchill, the Home Secretary,
abu;ut 'this recurrence to medieval ideals of how law and order are going ’

to be maintained. This is not a medieval state, and it is not Russia.

It is not ;‘:‘.‘\J’E'l;l Ger*nny'.lz Strikers and mass pickets attacked blacklegs

and also collieries, railway stations and business prewmises; nuwerous
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attempts at arson and sabotage have been documented. In such circuwstances
intervention by the police was hardly surprising, although the evidence
from Liverpool in 1911 is conclusive in demonstrating that it was the
massive and provocative build-up of army detachments and police from outside
the city which directly led to the first mnfmntatiuns.13

But beyond this, police and military intervention also seewms to have
been generated by a more profound fear that the ‘respectable' worker and
citizen was on the verge of being over-run by lawless socialists and
anarchists. There may have been a rational core to this for there certainly
was a tendency for the old 'labour aristocrat' to be forced into the ranks
of the deslkdilled, and under certain conditions, shift sharply to the left.
It is hard to pinpoint this panic in detail. But when it looked as if

whole communities (in Liverpool, Hull, South 4ales, East.lLondon) wers

capitulating to the 'militants', then there was cause for real worry) as
the Chief Constable of Glamorgan gloomily reported on the transport strike
in Cardiff in 1911.

The average lower middle class person does not seem to
realise that it is his duty to assist the pelice in
the preservation of Law and urder. It frequently
occurs that a small gang of Hooligans commence to
destroy propertv, attack Police, or cause sone other
form of disorder. These Hooligans are immediately
surrounded by a large crowd of aoparentlv respectable
people, whose demeanour is rather one of encouragement
towards the Hoosligans than otherwise. Their presence
in such large mumbers makes it extrewsly Jdifficult for
the Police to get at the real offenders. Their
obstruction brings friction betwezn them and the
Police - and instead of assisting the latter in their
difficult task, they side with the Hooligans. 14

ost of the strikes in this period were unnffin:'_ial; fuelled by rank
and file discontent; on the occasions when the strikes were official, as
in South Wales in 1910, the leaderships came under vehement attack. The
growth and amalgamation of unions encouraged a syste® of national negoti-

ations between employers and trade union leaders which often silenced the
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woice of the union branches. From the beginning of the century a permnanent
suspicion of parliament and the judiciary had developed in response to a string
of anti-labour legislation. The effects of the Taff Vale judgewent had been
overturned by the Trade Disputes Act of 1906, which also gave to unions an
urprecedented legal immunity. 3ut contending with an ewployer hell-bent on
9etting a wage cut or imposing a lock—out, this may not have ssemed exactly
to the point. The Jsborne decision of 1909 did much to reverse any goodwill
won from unionists by the Trade Disoutes Act. And for wmilitants, the trade
union leaders oould be as wuch a liability as the high court judges. Thus
Richard Bell, the leadzr of ‘the lailway Servants, welcomed Taff Vale - a
judgement against his own unien — as 'a useful influence in solidi fying the
forces of trade unionisw and in subjecting then to wholesome dis:-i::-lim'.ls'
In contrast, after the defeat of the Cambrian strike, in order to break the
official South “Jales “iners' Federation policy of eonciliation it Qas foand
hecessary 1o create at branch level an alternative stricture, completely
separate from the leadership. Onz motivation in the strike movement can
thus be seen as an atteﬁ!pt to win back a measur of popular cofitrol of the
trade unions.

It would be wrong to think that the conflicts were the mani festations
of a shared, syndicalist theorv. There is little evidence, for exampla,
that the engineers' strike which swept through the Black Country in the
oourse of 1913 was particularly influenced by syndicalist ideas. In general,
the strikes throughout this period were spontaneous, fired by popular outrages,
the immediate consequences of accumulati-ons of local grievances. In almost
every case the formal objectives werc compatible with what we now taks to
be regular trade unionis® - recognition, wages, conditions. riowever, this
doesn't explain the cowbatative rescurces on which the strikes could draw,

the desire to 'abolish' class conciliation. struggles for recognition,
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certainly, can often be brutal. Furthermore, it was largely between the Dock
strike of 1889 and the conflicts of 1910-14 that modern trade unionism and
its legitimate concerns were formed. The uniomisation of non-skilled and
women's Iébmr was the most visible shift. 3ut also the right to tolerable
conditions at work, to have a modicum of time fiee from the regime of factory
or workshop, and the right to a living wage became generalised in this period
as social rights, appropriate for all working people.

F‘mm the 18%0s progressive employers began to urge a more rational con-
sumption of labour power and to invest more in its cultivation, rather than
in exhausting it at the guickest possible rate. Board of Trade officials
more readily intervened to discipline backward capitals and with the Howme
Jffice, to attewpt to broaden and mak%e effective the system of the factory
inspectorate. Liberal politicians were quick to see the dangers of enfran-
chised workers experiencing an absolute apartheid in economic life. Certainly,
these ethical, economic and political considerations became concentrated in
the minds of the dominant classes in response to the socialist revival of the
1380s. The -Libera_l concern for a "national winimum' cannot be separated
from working-class pressur: and from some of the most bitter industrial
struggles of the period. s5imilarly, the proliferation of plans for
industrial representation, in and just after the war, were directly determined
by decisions by unions - such as that of the NUR in 1914 - to fight for
nationalisation with workers' control, and later by the development of the
shop stewards' movement. Once more, the totality of these determinations
fed :Lnt.n the politics of Labour socialism. But this comnitment to a living
wage and to social rights injected into the strike movement of 1910-14 the
politics of the 'ultimatum' which so baffled the humane and liberal cowmen—'
tators. The national wminers' strike of 1912, aiwing to secure a national
mix_'j_iruum wage guaranteed by the state, was the most forceful example of thas

transformation, which in this period defined a new trade unionism, and
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contributed a further strand to the making of social democracy and soedialism.

Altl‘nugt; the strike movements were mot fully syndicalist, they did
create or transforwm trade unim branches which were unusually strong nuclei
for the rEpresen{atim of workers. The feebleness of altemative forms of
representation was crucial here. 4 combination of a severe drop in customary
living st.;.ndard5 and the weakening in the representative power of Liberalisa
and traiitional trade unionism forced people to adopt 'direct action' in
order to achieve significant, but not revolutionarv,objectives. Cownitment
to basic economic rights, advocacy of direct industrial representation, a
determination to shift the balance of forces in each industry (coal, rail,
transp:\rt; docks, and to some extent engineering), and the perceptions of
a shared class experience - of a class solidarity - we.re factors which under—
pinned the main drive of these strikes. These did mt necessarily add wp to
support for the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. However, . in this
specific form, there may be a case for unde~standing these strikes as
expressions of a proto-syndicalism, to bc:-rruw_]-hltm;s term, a fierce,
embattled resistance to the injustices suffer :d by l-ztl::«:::-hlr.-li:Ir

Jn the other hand, ther: is a great deal of evidence of direct invelve-
went b-s.r self-proclaimed syndicalists. a:-ci:.u.lis-t agitation was not 'jus_t a
figvent of the police mind., This was especially true amongst the winers of
R}ut]:.n Wales and the r.;:uilway workers. Big Bill Haywood, the famous American
#obbly, was in the Rhondda during the Cambrian G‘}a.l. strike. (The political
axis linking South Jales, Dublin, Belfast, Liverpool and Slasgow to the
eastern seaboard of the United States was often stronger than that
connecting these areas to metropolitan <ngland). The group which produced

The .fiiner_s' Next Step was avowedly syndicalist, some of its members

apprenticed in the Ruskin strike of 1909 and the Plebs League. Syndicalism,

as a coherent, theoretically informed ideology, was partly imported into
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Britain from North America and France, but was also a theorisation of
mnterqnurar;r developments within 3ritain itself. It was socialist and
revolutionary, advocating the total destruction of the capitalist system.
It was specific in that it held that the wordng class was (potentially)
strongest in the economic and industrial ficld, and that the socialist
movenent needed above all else to create revolutionary industrial
organisations. Some versions were strongly influenced by the advance of
capitalism in the United States, identifying in the concentration and
centralisation of ca ital an anticipation of the future Britain. (This
resl;:nnse to monopolies contrasted forcefully with Labour aspirations for
bringing the trusts under public ¢o trnl). In this conception, unions
restricted to 'pure and simple'trades impeded the ideological and
organisational development of the working class, reproducing an anarch-
romistic, defensive craftism in an age of big battalions. In the most
extreme and determinist form of this ideology, trade unionism was condemned
as irrede;emably reactionary and corript.

The impact of syndicalism in shaping popular conceptions of socialism
was very great indeed. In pursuing their political strategies, the two
major sncialist parties — the ILP and SDF - gave very little active
attention, as parties, to industrial struggles. Disputes.between the
leaderships of the socialist parties, or the electoral wrar:glings between
Liberal, Labour and ILP could frequently appear abstract and distanced
to all but the most militant — although this didn't prevent working peoble
from wvoting for Labour candidates.la This tended to leave the field open
for syndicalism, both in its 'practical' state of proto-syndicalism, and
in its more theorised forms. The Socialist Labour Party, which broke
away frm the SDF in 1902-03, planned, within a few years of its foundation,
to overcome the division between economic and political by formulating a

strategy combining the two. Influenced by the American 'heretical!
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marxist, Daniel de Leon, and by the creation of the Industrial “Workers of
the World (The ‘“bbbblies), in 1906 the 5LP organised a group calling itself
the British Advocates of Industrial Unionism (which subsequently, after a
series of splits, became the Industrial Workers of Great Britain) ,19 This
was to: act as the industrial arm of the 5L°. Although informed by a
coherent and not unreasonable analysis of the tendencies of the development
of monopoly capitalism, the AIU was condemned to marginality because so
strict was its adherence tp industrial unionism that it concentrated on
building the British unien movement anew, free from the 'labour fakirs! of
trade unionism. .

fiore organic to the labour movemnent was the Industrial Syndicalist
2ducational League, founded in 1910, whose prime mover was the ubiquitous
Tom Mann. This was the most important,organisation of socialists within the
pre-war union movement, its conferences drawing delegates representing more
than 100,000 workers. It did not entirely escape the crippling disputes
about dual unionism (the formation of alternative industrial unions)although
it was primarily directed to the reorganisation of trade unions from within,
uniting.the fragwmented craft wnions through amalgamation cowmittoes. To
the syndicalists, the need for this was clear: industrial unions werz to
secure direct democracy and a complete system of workers' contrcl. -According
to E.J.B. Allen of the ISEL they must be seen as -
the eabryo of a workding class republic. Our naticnal
unions, local wmions and otber bodies will be the
administrative machinery of an Industrial Commormwealth.
We claim that no six hundred and seventy men, elected to

Parliawent from various geographical areas, can possibly
have the requisite technical knowledge to properly control

the productive and distributive capacities of the nation. .

The men and women who actually work in the various
industries should be the persons best capable of -
organising them.20

This would be achieved by raising the momentua of industrial struggle,

culminating in a general strike; wi.th the nation at a standstill, workers




would take over their industries.

In his lucid 3ccount of syndic¢alism, 3ob Holton warns against too
excessive a reading of the sodialist potential of these vears. Hé' suggests
that there did not even occur’ 'a wniversal shift’ towards industrial dis-
affection and aggression'. Zather, the ‘significance of the period lay in
'a polarisation between militancy and Labourism, that is, a commitment to
gradualist:  reform within the liberal capitalist framemr‘c'.ﬂ e don't
agrec with this restrictive notion of labourism, identified only by Labour
reforvism. We understand it as’a broader cultural phenomnenon: labourise
could be wilitant, aggressive, and under certain conditions- could’ actually
take the form of prote—-syndicalism. Zut to indicate a nolarisation betweon
constitutional Labour politics, and industrial struggles inforwmed by an
alternative conception of socialism, is a useful aporoach.

Three aspects of this divergence need to be untangled - the syndicalist
concepticn of politics and the state; the significance of state capitalism:
and the place of the Labour Party and its relation to the state. Holton
has argued with conviction that within syndicalism there developed a
logicallv consistent and historically: relevant theorv of the state, and
that it dis a travesty to suggest that syndicalists ignored the political
sphare..’; Certainly syndicalists recognised the problem of the state, and
with good reason. It was generally understood that in any revolutienarv
rupture the state could not simply be by-passed, but had to be challenged
with a force equal to: it im strenl;‘th and urgani-;;.atiqn. ‘Ii:nr was the diver-
gence between an éleetnral and an-industrial politics always absolute.
'Paralysis' of the state was the predominant metaphor within syndicalist |
theories. . “.. mp-:lla;r vote ;gga.;i.r-mt the dominant party could contribute to
this paralysis: but the major factor in its .3d;iev¢;mnt would be industrial

action, for it was within economic life that workers would become conscious
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of themselves, as workers, and as a class with common interests. Although
differing in other respects, Jawées Conholly's formulation was typical of
mich syndicalist thought of the time:

This leads me to the last axiom of which I wish you
to grasp the sigljificance. It is this, that the fight
for the conguest of the political state is not the
battle, it is only the echo of the battle. The real
battle is the battle being fought out every day for
"the power to control industry and the gauge of the
progress of that battle is not to be found in the
nusber of voters making a cross beneath the symbol of
a political party, but in the nuwber of these workers
who ‘enrol themselves in an industrial organisation
with the definite purpose of making themselves masters
of the industrial equipment of society in general.23
Connolly then proceeded to insist on the need for socialists to
organise electorally, and it was this which differentiated him from many
syndicalists.
This industrial unionist perspective on politics contained conflicting
currents. Negatively, it was straightforwardly economistic, severely
reducing political practice to an epiphenomencnal activity whose 'real'
mtor was located elsewhere, in the economy, thereby precludir?g the poss-
ibility for adequate strategic engage®ent. But on the other hand, as a
critique of dominant political forws, there were ideas here immensely
valuable for socialism. First, the existing forms of parliamentary democracy
were shown to be inadequate, hinting at the processes of individualisation
at work in the abstract act of wmarking the ballot paper. 3Second, there
was raised the possibility of organising an alternative state founded on
a principle of worplace control.  Third, a stress on the self-activity of
the working-class emerged, with the iwplication that the wor'dng-class must
become the ruling class and assume the role of a conscious force in the .
historical process. At best, these ideas were often e*tbrwmc. only to

be developed under new conditions at a later date. But the s:i.-uilar.i.lties

with some of Lenin's subsequent formulations on the nature of the
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proletarian state, and with Gramsci's earliest writings, should not be

overlooclked. “ In substance, then, within svpdicalist ideology, parlia-
mentary democracy and capitalism were viewed as a necessary unity. Ben |
Tillett's address to tbe Annual “onference of the Dockers' Union in the
sumer of 1912 was symptomatic, the anti—parlia’mﬂtaﬁ fervour explicit:

The class war is the most brutal of wars and the most
pitiless. The lesson is that, in future strik-s, the
strikers wust protect against the use of arms, with
-arms; protect against violence, with violence...The
other lesson is that Parliament is a farce amd a sham,
the rich man's Duma, the Zwployvers' Tawmany, the Thieves
#itchen and the working man's despot....Capitalism is
capitalism as a tiger is a tiger; and both are savage
and pitiless towards the weak.25

r:.lﬁen thoigh the speech was delivered in a moment of defeat, and there may
have been an element of face-saving in the belligerent rhetoric, Tillett's
tone and critiques were consistent with much that he had been saying in
previous vea.lls.zﬁ Coercion, repression and mi]_ita.r.:is'n was all that could
be expected from the state.
This analysis could be extended to specﬁfic apparatuses of the state.

Even 'reforming' apparatuses such as the Board of Trade - the acwe of
socialism in the eyes of so many soployers - were understood as inherently
repressive. In the general strike in Liverpool, ann made this position
clear:

Seamen had tried to induce Parlament to consider their

case and rectify some of their grievances, but Parliament
had in effect told thew to 'go to the devil'. They had
approached individual ship-owners and they had adopted

the same attitude as government departments and the

Board of Trade. The Board....was a body of permanent
officials drawn fron the capitalist set who admwinistered
in the interests of the ship-owners the various acts
passad ostensibly in the interests of the workers. The
Board of Trade was the enemy of the seamen. The only

way to remedy the situation was by Direct Action.Z7
And it could be extended to a critique of '"state capitalism'. The

liberal welfare legislation provided plenty of ammunition in this respect.
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The syndicalist-influenced Birmingha~ branch of the ne-ly formed 3ritish
Socialist Party drafted a denunciation of the National Insurance Bill:

The present Government - backed by their friends and
cousing the Opposition and ardently supported by the
official 'Labour' Party....is now engaged in engineering
measures like the national insurance bill aimed at the
official regulation of wage slavery, the sterzotyping by
law of the social subjection of all non-propertied
persons, measures that are doubtless in the near future
to be fortified by such installations of State Capitalism
as may suit the book of the exploiting interests.28

And as the reference to the Labour Party suggests, an attack on the

oollectivism of 'state ca italism' could easily swing round to an attack

on the collectivism of "state socialism’.

The Labour farty

There is no need to repeat .diliband's analysis of the pre-war Labour

9 . g
The Labotur representatives were few; many were mot

Party in parlia-nmt.;:
socialists; and the tactical a2lliances with the Liberals provided almost
no chance for Labosr to push through even the most mild measures of its
own policy. For many of the most militant sectiofs of the labour movement
deep disillusionment set in, mot only with the Labotr Party, but with the
political conditions in which it was located. To many it seemed the only
representative in parliament who actually listened to working people was
Victor Grayson, a.n-d he was 2 lone - and as it proved, idic;s;yncratic -
figure.

In 1906 the Labour Representation Committes became a political party
:Ln. its own right, the Labour ~arty. But with the distintegration of the
Unionist forces in parliament, the rifts between Liberal and Labour, and
nore especiaillv within Labour itself, grew more pronounced. In 1907 Arthur
Henderson replaced Keir Hardie as chairman of the party, and from the very
start he was at loggerheads with the II?, for which be had little love.

The ILP meabers of ]:;arliament were frustrated by the Labour Party's




continuing failure to get anything concrete achieved. For the next two
vears t_hey were in a state of almost continuous rewvolt, and more than once
came to the point of threatening senessinn.. The main *'r-‘a..tter. of mnte.ntir_m
for the ILPers was whether mrking as a mnstifuent ale'w_-n.t in the Labour
Party was mmauble with the I_LF"'s aims as a socialist party. The force

of the ILE' critique was d:.rected at the fmlure of the Labour Partv within
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parliament, but it is ﬂguﬁcant that there was no mnc:erted attempt 1:0
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influenced by Ha.rd.le and J. 8ruce Glasier, a.nd in the prm Wars
politically cleose to Philip snowden, also of the ILP. liacDonald's
socialism, although freguently proclaimed and worrvim enough for some
trade unionists in the Laboyr Party, was never construed by them as a
real danger, partly because he always maintained excellent relations with
the Liberals. Even after the Labour Party as;_-.erted its independence, he
still favoured an alliancs w.ith the Liberals in order to force a progres—
sive mfi—Lhimist bloc. Like many ILPers, he was profoundly influenced
by the new Lib-eralis;n, most particularly by J.A. Hobson. The starting
point for his socialist theory was E:::llqctivisfu and the reg'.ilation- of the
markst, a process which he understood as already having begun with the
advent of the new monopolies. As be stressed, in 1305, th:l.s approach
placed socialism sbove class, transmuting its meaning into a term which
referred to a ‘quality' of society, alwost to an evolutionary stage.
Thus, he claimed socialism was a-matter of beli=f, not of class, and it
was as mncexned_uith the reorganisation of intellectual and moral factors

as with the economy: '"Socialism marks the growth of society, not the



uprising of a class.

-lacDonald did much to shape the socialism of the ILP at this time even
though his relations with the ILP were curicus. From the beginning of 1908
he demonstrated his increasing impatience with ILP leftists and with their
threats to secede from the Laboar Party. Indeed it was partly through his
skills that the revolt was mtained-arﬂ IIP and Labour remained united. In
1911 he became chairman of the Labour Party and Henderson secretary,
initiating a twenty-year alliance. This was an uneasy one, as the two did
not get along, but it marked a new phase in the consolidation of the
Labour Party as a broadlv-based political formation, as a ner historie bloc.
- From this moment, :lacDonald seews also to have entertained the idea that the
Labour Party might assume political maturity and responsibility by antering
2 coalition, either with the Liberals, or by securing a rearrangement of
the forces inside the power bloc. In 1911 he recorded in his diarv a
meeting with Lloyd George: 'Zond Jctcber. BSreakfasted with the
Chancellor of Zxchequer. He sounded me out on coalition Government: ‘*not
just yetn 1 31 According to David darquand, iiacDonald's biographer, there
is some evidence (although not conclusive) that in the same year MacDonald
contemplated joining a coalition with Llovyd George and Balfour, to oust
Asquith. This may be far-fetched. But nonetheless in 1912, and again in
1914, the overtures between :lacDonald and Lloyd George mntinued.az

In response to the increasing attacks on the Labour Party from within
the labour wovement itself, the socialists and intellectuals committed to
a parliamentary Labour Farty attempted tc fashion a ne: 'cowmon sense!
of socialism. This task fell primarily to Machonald and Snowden. In
assembling the elements for a specifically Labour socialism, the central
tension which had to be r:solved was the balance beétween class and

‘community'. In a speech in the House of Cowmons in 1912, HacDonald-
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provided one of the clearest possible illustrations of this conception of
cowrmnity, one which was to resonate in Labour socialism throughout the
1220s:
42 are too fond of iwmagining there ars two sides only
to a dispute.....there is the side of capital, there is
the side of labour; and there is the side of the general
comrmnity; and the general comwmity has no business to
allow capital and labour, fighting their battles thom
selves, to elbow them out of consideration.33
Formulations like these were to prove critical in determining the
attitude of 1.3]5n~.1r Party politicians tm;!ards the state.
The most sustained defence of ti'ue Labour Party and its -relaticm to
the state w s Snowden's Socialism and Syndicalism, written :i.r_1 1913.
Snowden established his labour-movement credentials by defending idarx, who,
he claimed, was important for the scientific study of the social problemn;
but, while agreecing that there exist.ed an mﬁtmisrn- between c.lassr_r-s,
Snowden rejected the notion of class war. The remainder of the book
depended on three major propositions. First, in a curious mirroring of
syndicalism, he insisted that the Labour Party aimed not for the 'conguest!
of political power, but rather the 'conquest' of economic power, in other
words, the regulation of trusts and monopolies. Second, political power
by contrast was to be 'acguired', or as Snowden put it, with a large
degree of wishi‘ul thin'dng, 'nowadays not even the loudest voiced -
Fevolutionary Socialist thinks that the Social Revolution will be
achieved in any other way than bv the gradual acqulisition of political
power by democracy and the gradual transformation of the capit:al system

into a co—operative -:::::--J:"nm::nruuw.-.a,lth'.3'!t Aind lastly, he argued that just as

anarchism.was an off-shoot from the main body of socialisw in the 19th "
centary, so syndicalism was an off-shoot of contemporary socialism.
Socialism, he concluded, by definition accepted the beneficence of the

state.
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Thers was not much here to convince the likes of Tillett or lamn, whose
hopes stuck firsly to the syndicalists. They could argue, with justification,
that the Labour Party had provided pitifully little for working people,
whereas direct industrial action had won sowe notable victories. But proto-
syndicalism was Perhaps mwore unstable than the wilitant leaders imagined. Tt
could fluctuate between sudden angry ouwtbursts, and then slide back into a
more recognizably accomwodative stance, 'sullen perhaps, but without the
esources 1o sustain continual set-picce’ confrontations with the state.
Localised pock=is of intransigent anarcho-syndicalism continued to exist,
such as in Chopwell, with its formidabiz tribune, will Lawther. This is
ot to say that within the collective memory of the worlking—class movenent,
and within specific organi sational forus, the critigue of statism was lost,
or the embryonic shifts towards conceptions of workers' econtrol halted.
3ut with the onsct of the war, and then later during the period when
massive defeats were inflicted on the labour =movement, the oarip of social
democracy on ‘the minds of the mass of the worlkdng class was much greater

than the syndicalist leaders had bargained.

The Socialist Labour farty

The most far reaching attenpt to build on the achievements of
syndicalism was carried in the shop stewards' movement during the war.
Before we turn to this we must wnent on the ;.c«:ﬁalist Labour Party which,
according to Hinton, was 'the major politicai influence on the shop

stewards' movement. 35

The 5LP was a miniscule grouping, located mainly in the ind-j:strial
area of the Clyde, and =ven at the height of its influence only gained the
flimsiest organisational hold in £ngland and Jales. In Slasgow, its .
political centre, it was entirely overshadowed by the ILP u:;til the first

vears of the war. It endured Spasms of unbeliewvable purism which -
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together with periodic expulsions - did much to keep mewbership down. The
pressure of political events ensured that its absolutist conception of
politics did not operate at a constant tension all the time, and it
appears as if in the four or five years before the war the party was
shedding some of its sectarianism. Time and again it was thrown back on
its own resources, and this was both its great strength and weakness.
Before the war, apart from one dramatic but short-lived intervention in the
singer strike in Kilbowic in 1911, it was above all a part of propaganda.
Its commitment to education, although born oot of its purism, needs to be
counted as its most positive legacy. T - .

Throughout the zig-zags of its internal politics, the SLP never
wavered in its advocacy of a frontal assault on the whole capitalist
. systew. No aspect of daily life escaped its scrutiny, and all was invariably
- explained by the determination of the capitalist class to perpetuate wage-
slavery. The goal of the 5iP was to free working people from capitalist
wstificatinn.x’ Some of the: assumptions underpinning this goal were
undoubtadly naive, and when projected into the marxism of the 1920s they
could lead to the worst perceptions of working people as mere abjects or
dupes of capitalig propaganda.

It is easy, no+* to dismiss all of this. B8ut its important not to
undervalue the mainsprings of the culture in which political education of
this Wdnd could th.rive.al? ‘jarxist education demanded from working people
1mrdm_ energy, a hicgh degree of self-discipline and prodigious
learning. As the memirs testify, the experience of individual self-
discovery was an integral moment in the biography of many socialists. The
5LP aimed to connect with and deepen the long tra-:!itim:l of worldng-class ‘
autodidactism, and the partv's uast.publishjng programme was directed to

this end. Its intention to disseminate a popular marxis® and to create



29

socialist intellectuals drawn from the wor<ing class canmot b e faulted.
In this the practice of the 3LP - li%e the educational initiatives organised
by socialists throughout the 1920s and 1930s - followed a line dewarcating
a position of absalute autonomy from the aducation provided by the state.
Thz autonomous tradition of working-class education, to which the SiP
contributed, was productive. In general, the intransigent refusal to
struggle in the political field inscribed by the stats proved not to be.
From inside the partv it appeared that all refu-rfns, A priori, functioned
only to tie chains tighter. Thus in 1911 the sLP opposed proposals from
within the labour movement for the nationalisation of the railways, what-
ever the conditions, demanding instead th._ brea%-up of the capitalist
state. This type of responsc had been prefigured as early as 1903 in the

first year of the partv's existence. In its !janifesto to the Jorking

Class of that year a general critique of "state capitalisa' had been gut-
lined. In the same vear the SIP's fundamental conception of parliamentary
politics took shape in the tirads launched against the Serman SPD, which

within international socialism was reckoned to be the marxist narty of the

i - . 38 .
age. In its pamphlet “What is a %evolutionarv Party - the 5SLP moanted

an astonishing analvsis of the 5PD's drift into zlectoralism, anticipating
many of Lenin's polemics against {auts<y of more than a decade later. The
3lP's own position was that the three million votes won by the 3PD could
not signify the endorsement of sacialist politics by three million peonle
and that to engage in mass electoralism weakened a socialist party

because it blurred the issues. The logical eonclusion to this (which at
one point was ad-;plted by the 5LP) was that votes would onlv be sought from
those who accepted the full party progranme. '

The 5LP's socialism resembled in wmany respects that of the syndicalists:

the socialism of de Leon, the greatest theorist of industrial unionism, was
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filtered through the 512, gained wide acceptance, and as a result until
1917 proletarian marxism in 3ritain had a distinctly North Awerican
flavour. 3ut the party also went out of its way to .insist 'Je are mot
syndicalists'. Against pure syndicalis® it was maintained by the SLP that
a political party was necessary in order to co-ordinate and give direction
to the industrial unions, and to confront the state in the moment of
revolution. #And clearly, the party was conceived as an intelloctual
organiser and even, in modern terms, a vanguard. James Cormolly, a
founding member of the 5LP, although describing the political as an 'echo!
of the econowmic, nonetheless attempted to persuade syndicalists of the
indispensability of political work. It is impossible to say whether
Connolly's precise formilation won much currency within the 3L?, but the
positions which led from it - defending industrial unionism and the
political party -were wholly characteristic.

But if the 5LF was not syndicalist neither was it the British vers:i?un
of Bolshevism, as one historian has rscently 1:':1.a"Li-"n-f_«::l.3’;I Its m=mbers
considered themselves revclutionary marxists and as crusaders against |
reformists. 3But there was nothing remotely eninist in their Dract:i.'DE'
and little in their theow-m However, in the revolutionary moment of
1917, from April to October, the Bolsheviks adopted a prograwme - frontal
assault on the state, soviets,.outright opposition to the gerrymandering

in the duma, iwmediate peace - which appeared to converge with the

objectives of the SIP. This delighted the measbership, legitimating
their past intransigence. And these were heady days. In iMarch 1918 the |

party's paper, The Socialist, amnounced in its headline, 'Triumph of the

5L Tactics in #ussia'; by Decesmber the -:;-__la.im was more modest: "We Are
the British Bolshevi%s'. But any such convergence was ninety-percent

fabrication, for the detailed strategy appropriate for a six wmonth period
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in wssia in 1917 was entirely in mppropriate for immediate conditions in
3ritain, and recognised to be s0 by the leading Bolsheviks. The real
extent of the divergence bucame_clear in the yoars immediately following,
when the majority of the party fgught tooth and nail mgainst Lenin's O]
prescriptions for Communist unity in Britain.

But if the ZL° was not syndicalist, nor dolshevik, neither was it
some deformed aberration. Its theorisation of the capitalist state, of the
transiticn to socialisw and of democratic reconstruction was exactly part
of that same process in which the socialist movenent as a whole was forced
to reconceptualise the relation between socialism and the state. It was
formed by the same conjuncture of events as Labour socialism. The
socilalists in the L& guessed closely cnough where the identification of
socialism with an (abstract) ellectivism and with the abolition of the
'social problem' was actually leading. They sensed the possibilities for
the reorganisation of t-he state on more reforming and welfarist lines,
built upon the foundations of an intensified extraction of surplus 1abour
from the subordinate class. And they harboured the decpest suspicion of
those enlightensd and zealous intellectuals - the state officials,
journalists, doctors, academics and so on - whose job it was to analyse,
adninister and regulate the social problem, dedicating thewmselves to the
disinterested service of mandnd. In an attempt to get to grips with the
new situation, they went back to farx to retrieve what concepts they
could. They fastened onto theories illuminating the centralisation of
capital and the tendency for the rate of exploitation to increase, using
these tn- flail opponents.

A resonant, but not untypical, exawple appeared in The Socialist in
July 1909. The title of thc article was succinct and to the political
point. 'Fabianisw - The Znewy'. Two trends in socialism were distin-

guished:
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On the one hand the pure-and-siwple political ocialists,
who would supplement and finance a ne. form of political
party governwent by trades organisations, and whom w:
call the Fabians; and, on the other hand, the advocates
of a democratic industrial arganisation of the woridng
class, that will defend itself during devzlopment by
political action, and that will ultimately form the
machinery of social adwinistration, and this group is
composed of Industrial Unionists.

It was suggested that the Fabians had the obvious answer for social

reconstruction, the completion of the power of the state for their own
ends. This would involve state ownership and a ne. bureaucracy, backed
by a more sophisticated repressive apoaratus. The arguwent continued:

3y a study of the methods and proposals of the Fabian
Socialists it is easily possible to imagine ourselves
well-fed, well-clothed, well-doctored, and well-stabled
in garden city compounds, producing under any given
method of production, the greatest possible amount of
surplus value.... % may today, when we have neither
liberty or security, envy the plump and secure slaves
who toil to increase Lever's wmillions, or who compete
for prizes in respectability in the Cadbury Compound,
but disillusion comes with the reenllection that the
first villeins and the early wage-slaves in comparison
with their former state, fared equally well. The
capitalists, as they have retired from business, or
rather, as the development of industry has eliminated
them, have brought into existence an ever—growing
organisation of professional governors. The
'professional governors' comprise the managers and
directors of the production of surplus value, permanent
state officials, inspectors and educationalists of all
“winds. Already this middle class, this class that is
neither exploiter nor exploited, is rebelling (joining
the socialist Movewment as they call it) against the
restraint imposed by the shareholding capitalist. They
are men with ideas as to how things shoild be done:
they say that they know how to or anise industry, how
to look after workers, criwminals and children, how to
get the best results out of everything. They are
eagerly supported by the prissts of the ner theology,
priests of the new drama, doctors who will innmoculate
everybody, men of astonishing and unparalleled genius
like that detestable amateur breeder H.G.Wells, who &
warits to interfere in our love affairs. Thev claim

- to be the experts - the aristocracy of talent - but I
say that they are the enemies of the working class.

The force of this analysis, its power to locate developments which only

at the time of writing were gathering pace, and its reasoned, political



a3

conviction are startling, most of all because in these vears the imwense
bul% of writing on this subject came from the self—same 'priests of the
new theology!'.

Strategically, insights like this were vaiuable. Or more accurately,
they could have been valuable if they had not been produced in the
political vacuum of 5LP 'iwpossibilism'. The translation of this critique
into a viable politics was never achieved and this was a failure integral
to the self-induced intransigence of the SLP. =2ut it is important to
ask why, at this stage, opposition to statism was driven into such absurd
comners. This is to question the historical conditions and available
resources for socialists. It is to return to the problem of the process
by which socialist groups attewpted to break from thz limitations imposed
by the subordinate culture, and to the problem of the means by which
corporate demands -specific to a class cwld have been raised to a more
gensral 1evg:1.

The political forces which cowbined to forwm Labour socialism were
immeasurably stronger than those whid werc generated exclusively from
within the working class. Again we need to stress the coaplex and
contradictory unity of Labour socialisw. % have already suggested that
a central feature of the dewelepment of the state in this period was the
process by which popular aspirations could become comwpletely overhauled
and bureaucratised, the institutionalisation of reforms taking controls
out of the hands of those most deeply affected. The intellectuzl forces
of Fabianism and new Liberalism which shaped and gave political coherence

- to popular pressures for reform, and through which such demands entered

a public and national discmrse, were more formidable than the theoretical
and intellectual resources of socialists who opposed state provision of
this 'dnd. However, th: process of bureaucratisation was not anly a

question of aspirations being reworked as they reached deeper into the
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state, for in their very generation they were also framed by certain
horizons and expectations. #any of the demands emanating from the working-
class struggles of the period coiuld be accomwmodated by Labour socialism -
not, as we can sec in hindsight, and as some saw at the time, without new
contradictions arising, but accowmmodated all the same. For many people,
perhaps the majority of the wordng-class, it could plausibly be expected
that a party representing labour, if in governwent, would be able to

carry out the reforms necessary to alleviate the social conditions of
worlkdng people. 350 in explaining the strength of Labour socialism, we :
have to note that to a certain degres it was representative of its
working-class constituency, and also that it was the meeting point for
other political and intellectual forces which widened its reach beyond thos
merely oorporate.

From the turn of the century (until 1917) altermative conceptions of
socialism could not equal this in its coherence as a political force. For
socialists who placed thensslves outside the formation of Labour socialism
there existed no model of socialism which was adequate to the new
political conditions. Nor could older forms simply be extended.

For exawple, the co—operative and ethical dimensions of the 'religion
of socialism' did not disappear at one quick stro'ee in the middle of the
18%0s. Somwe of its elemefits were reworked and incorporated into Labour
socialism (the stress on "cowmunity' and 'covmwonwealth', raising its
discourse to one 'above' class). Alternatively, its spirit of co-operation
could also provide the critical foundations for an opposition to the
statisation of socialism. But while this older socialism could motivate,
it could not deliver adequate soluti. ns to new strategic guestions., For
this reason as much as any other it was recast, and in the process

re—-zmerged in a number of conflicting ideological positions.
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The point here is not that this tradition of socialism -was redundant
because it was constitwed in ethical terms, but rather a comentary on
the altered political conditions. As the SLR demonstrated, there could
also be a return to iarx the €comomist. In sowe respects this was
rewarding, bringing renewed .attention to some of the tendencies in the
development of industriai capitalism, and marking with clarity the
structures of economic exploitation. This provided criteria for distin-
guishing between the variety of socialisws and collectivisms.  Un the
other hand the predominant reading of Marx was extremely positivist; and
the more triumphalist passages confused.tendencies with actual develop-
ments, encouraging the adoption of an absolutist political practice. But
whether good or bad, the answers which socialist were searching for in
Harx's wr.i.ting-s (especially in those texts then available in translation)
did not really exist. mestions posed by the reconstruction of the state
and the .beginningsd of 'eollectivism' could not adequately be answered,
except at the most general lsvel, in terms of carlier traditions.

The process of constructing [x_r.l-itic_al defimitions inside the labour
movement was at high pitch in these years, and by the outbreak of war
positions were entrenched. Fr:cm:r 1910 to 1914 Labour socialism was perhaps
more closed and tightly formed than it was to be for the rest of the decade.
Any conception of socialism hostile to that aporopriated by the Lab.nur
Party had to rely on its own experiences and resources - inn:ludin;g its own
intellectuals - in developing a theory of the relation between socialisa
and the state. The greatest respurce was the struggles of the working-
class, the outbursts of syndicalism and proto-syndicalism. In practice,
the insurgency of the strikes foreed the -mwr bloc onto the defensive
and badly rattled the Labyur leaders. I1£ was from these experiences that

figures like Tillett, .iann and many in the SLP developed their conceptions
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of socialism. But the socialist groups were immersed in a perpetual
battle to prevent the strike movement oollapsing into a belligerent but
narrowly corporate struggle, and fought all the time to raise its
political horizons. This was the point pressed hose by the majority
of the syndicalist leaders and theoreticians. ‘he 5LP, for examle,
turmed to the .experience of North America (and later Russia) to provide
this dimension. But by August 1914 their success in constructing s
socialist politics was minimal, whereas Labour socialisw - al though
tactically on the de:fmsivedl - was on the point of ewerging as a

decisive political force.

The War and the Laboar Party

The outbreak of the First "orld War had a devastating, cataclysmic
effect on the Zuropean sm:_{alist ;mve"nent. virtually destroying the
_-‘,emnd Intematinna:l and splintering party after party. The oollapse of
1914 drove a wedge deeper and deeper into the mciali-st mvenznt, forcing
a split of unprecedented proportions.. From 1914 developments within
guropean socialism had direct repercussions on the configurztion of the
socialist parties within the Sritish Isles.

However the immediate impact on the Labour Party was - relatively -
mited. Ramsay MacDonald moved into a position of outright opposition to
the war, which drew him back into the political orbit of the ILP? and
opened a breach between him and the official Labour Party, forcing hin to
resign as party chairman. 3y the end of the vear he was working with the
Union of Dewocratic Control, a group of pacifist-inclined liberal and
social-democratic intellectuals. His power e;nd influence within the
Labour Party rapidly dimipished. It was mt until 1922 that he was

re-elected chairman; and not until the same year that he again entered

parliament, having been defeated in the 1918 electisn by the coalition
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candidate, largely due to his anti-war stand. During the war, any
official position of power he was to assume in the party depended upon
the amount of support he could gather round him, and uwpon the deci_sions
of Arthur Henderson. |

Henderson's response to the war was in kecping with his own
famaﬁnn in and commitment to trade unionism. It was through him
that the Jar =Zmergency Comaittee was set up, which had for its priwe
:bjecti;re the defence of working-clas- interests for the duration of the
war. The Committee was chaired by Henderson himself, and cowposed of
mpmsentatiués of the Labour Party executive and the trade wnions.

The “EC gave Henderson enormous powers at a time when other Labour
leaders who opposed the war were marginalised. It was clear to
Henderson that the war provided unrivalled opportunities for the
accredited leaders of tlh:e labour movewent to win legitimacy in national
politics, just as it becamwe apparent to the governwment that before very
long there would have to be centralised and state supervised bargaining
with the reprelsentatives of the working-class, especially over the desp-
seated conflicts arising from the production of munitions. Between them,
Henderson and Llovyd Geu-rge were instrumental in drawing up the Treasury
;ﬂugree-nent between government and unions in March 1915. Two months
later Henderson was invited to join Asquith's newly formed coalition
Qovernment, and thereby reached heights unprecedented for a Labour
politician.

In December 1916 Henderson was adwitted into Llovd George's new
cabinet of five ministers. In the following year hn-was delegated by
the new government to visit Russia and assess the military and political
situation. “hile in Russia, he reversed his earlier position and

swung round in support of the proposed socialist peace conference. On
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his return he recommended British representation to Lloyd George; the
latter refused and in August 1917 Henderson resigned from the government.

With Henderson virtually sack d, and certainly disillusioned with
Lloyd Geprge, a regrouping occurred involving, as the %ey figures,
Henderson himself, MacDonald and Webb. The prospect of the Labour Party
cashing in on the growing opposition to the Lloyd George coalition healed
the breach between the pro- and anti-war factions inside the Party.
Strategically, a fundamental transformation took place: no longer did
this trio seek to build a progressive alliance with the Liberals, but on
the contrary, they sought to forge Labour as an independent political
force, as a potential party of government in its own right. This
seriously shifted the balance of forces within the power block, for above
all else the imwediate strategy of the Labour Partv needed to prevent a
possible post-war revival of the Liberals. And in the minds of those who
were responsible for instigating this new policy, it was imperative that
the Labour Party should build itself in the image of the Liberal Party it
planned to oust, because onlv then would it be possible to enter the
constitutional conflict recognised as a serious contender.

Within a month of his resignatinn Henderson was already drafting the
plans for the reconstruction of the Labour Party. These were drawn up in
the conviction that within a short time, certainly before the war ended,
the government — submitting to pressures fros those who had risked their
lives and health in service to the state — would have little option but
to enfranchise the vast majority of working people. Henderson's long
memorandum proposed extending the wmemwbership of the Labour Party,
extending and strengthening the loczl constituency parties, increasing
the number of parliamentary candidates, and producing a full party prog—

ramme. In the orirse of the discussions which followed this memorandum
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three new principles emerged. First, the party was to be opened to
individual membership. As Henderson wrote at the time in a letter to
C.P. Scott, his policy 'was to enlarge the bounds of the Labour Party

and bring in the intellectuals as candidates. The Labour Party has been
too short on brain-_-*.'.dz This dispiriting conclusion not only disparaged
the potentialities of the workding-class membership, but also assumed that
the intellectuals organic te the Labour Party had to be recruited from
outside rather than created from within. However this objective sguared
exactly with the process by which new Liberal and Fabian definitions of
the 'social problem' were channelled into the Labour Party. ' Semnd, the
national executive was to be elected by the full partv conference. Thas
gave to the unions, with their undivided block votes, an incomparable
boost, installing an institutional and corporate power inSide the party
apparatus which pulled in an opposite direction to the ne: powers invested
in the constituencies. In particular, this hit hardest at the ILP. Third,
f r the first time in its history, the affical objective of the L.abD;Jr
Party was to be the attainment of socialiswm.

The Zepresentation of the Pe.ple Bill passed through the House of
Cownons in December 1217, while these negotiations were in progress. The
bill marwed the victory of the principle "one man, ohe vote'!, ;-:r_widing
for the enfranchisement of 211 the male population aged twenty—one and
over (but still allowed for university seats and second votes for business
prewises, both of which survived until 1948). After a free vote in the
House of Comwmcns, women aged thirty and above wer to be enfranchised as
well. asccording to Ivss “ickibbon, this was the most cautious and
conservative bill the coalition government thought it could possibly get
away with.43 However, the bill enfranchised more than all the pr@uim's

reforns bills put together, amounting to some eightv per cent of the new
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voting population; it '"transformed the mnditians under which Labour grew';M
and it was of Critical importance in shifting the allegiance of the wor'dng
class from Liberal to iLabour. o

In January 1918 Henderson's plans wer= put to the partv oconference: in
February they were accepted by a special conference. In June of the same
vear the Representation of the People 3ill was accepted by the Lords and
became 1aﬁ. The reorganisation of the Laboir Party at t}.:e end of the First
World War was intimately connected at every stage with the extension of the
franchise. By the time of the armistice at the end of the vear the Labnur

Party was poised to enter future elections as a potential party of

government, awaiting only its constitutional mandats from the electorate.

The shop Stewards' Fovement

At this point it is necessary to retrace our steps and examine sove of
the significant developments in industrial politics which occurred in the
course of the war. The most militant actions were often a direct response
to the manoeuverings of those labour leaders who hoped to use the oppor-—
tunities afforded by the war to shape the movewent into a distinct
corporate entity, directly represented in all the relevant apparatuses of
the state. Thus the Treasurv Agreement of 'arch 1915 had conflicting
results. It secured the National Labour Advisoryv Cownittee, representing
the Parliamentary.Committee of the TUC and the leadership of the Labour
Party, which negotiated with the govermment on labour matters for the rest
of the war. In return, the traditionai defences of those trade unions
representing workers in the munitions industries wers to be suspended.
This was a voluntary agrecment; for anything to come of it, however, the
supmort of the munitions workers themselves was indispensable. 3ut this
was precisely what the labour leaders were. unable to guarantee. Indeed,

the Treasury Agreement and subsequent legislation sparked off demands for



41
ifmnediate and direct forws of repr-sentation which could deal with issues
as they arose, plant by plant. The logic of corporate voluntarism carried
with it the strong possibility of subsequent compulsory state regulation
of labour which, to be effective, would need. to penetrate industrial
relations, even to the most local level.

Technical revolution in the metal industries, accelerated by the
imperatives of a war economy, threatened the position of s'dlled warkers
as never before. The vast appetite for munitions resulted in an influx
of semi-skilled and uns'dlled labour, gencrally women, who worked on jobs
(or parts of jobs) done previcusly by s'dlled union labour, thersby
diluting the skills of the male enginzers, the old '"aristocrats' of the
a::rs:.ﬂ:.d'5 20 long as it was restricted to war work alone, the dilution of
labour was sanctioned by the union leaders and codified in the Treasury
Agreement. Jhere the fragmentation of customary forms of work was
particularly sudden, and when this breakdown in custom was combined with
the dismantling of traditional trade union defences, militant cowmittees
of shop stewards were forced into ExiStEﬂCE-dﬁ With the full might of
the state behind them, emplovers had unparalleled opportunities to curtail
the workers' contral of the laboar process. In many instances,
effective resistance would only be organised by rebuilding the union
mvetnent from below, in the locality, with a lateral network of shop
stewards' cownittees.

The detailed history of the shop stewards can best be followed in
Hinton's acoount. In his interpretation Hinton plac®s a great deal of
emphasis on the developwments of Japuary 1918, arguing that at this
juncture the shop stewards' movement must be seen as 'the point of
transition' between syndicalism and covmunisn.?’ Six of the eight members

elected to the National Administrative Council of the Shop Stewards®
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“ovement were to join the Communist Party Lin its very earliest mowents,
including such influential figures as Arthur iacdanus (the Party's first
chairman), Willie Gallacher and Jack Murphy. In some instances the links
between pre-war syndicalism, the-shop stewards and the Zowrmist Party
were direct. :wrphy particularly had been active in Sheffield in the
national amalgamation comnittees which endeavoured to create industrial
unions by amalgamating pre-existing trade and general 'Jnni::nns,,d'B and both
durphy and Macianus were members of ‘the 5L°. Not only did the shop
stewards' movewent have its roots inm syndicalisw, it also superseded it,
for the pre-war dilewma of duzl unionism was resolved in the practical
functioning of the workers' committees. The attempt to link the
industrial objectives of the movement with a more oeneral anti-war
polities carried the promise of avercowing the sectionalism which had
dogged the shop stewards' organisations in their first years. 2y 1918 the
dowinant elewents in the movement adhered to a programme of workers!
control and soviet power with which early 3ritish Commmism was to be
prominently identified.

In the last year of the war socialist shop stewards succeeded in
placing themselves at the forefront of a —ovemnent which began to
challenge both labour - S=ctiocnalism and the state, a moment of supremne
importance in the reconstruction of an independent working-class puliti&s.
Hinton recognises this but remains careful in his final estimation. However,
the structure of his analysis is organised by a conceptisn of socialiswm
which rigidly differentiates the sovietism of tho== Communists formed in
the shop stewards' committees from all other socialist groupings which s
come to be designated as reformist or appcrtuﬁist.4g This is much too
stark. On the one hand it diverts attention away from the continuing

difficulties which faced the militants in the shop stewards' movement.
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fbove all, the narrowness of the movewment persisted in throwing up
dbstacles which impeded its own advance. In factories where technical
development had already undermined the power of the skilled labourer
befare the war the main concern of munition workers was with higher wages,
and workers' committees on the auwtonomwous model of Sheffield or Clyde
made little headwav. The demands of the women munition workers only
intermittently registered in the shop stewards' programme, and indeed, the
two were constructed in a potential relation of antagonism. The shop
stewards' movement was organised initially at any rate, to defend male
skills. Building links with workers in other industries (let alone those
conscripted in the aremy and navy) proved immenscly difficult. In March
1918 an attempt to set up workers' committees in the mines and on the
railways failed to materialise, for miners and railway workers were
ocontent to rely on their own rank and file committees inside their
respective wnions. The stewards' program™ was a precarious base from
which to launch a movewnent capable of leading the working class as a
whole, and the inabilitv to perceive forms of oppression other than those
generated by class antagonisms restricted the movewent's potential for
broadening and raising its appeal. The strength of the anti-war position
in January 1917, which Hinton sees as the summation of the shop stewards'
movewent, was also a moment of defeat, where the plan for the strikes
were abandoned -and the socialist leadership lost the initiative.

Many of these dilemmas were encapsulated in the debates about soviets
and representative councils. The wartime shop stewards' movement was
almost exclusively concerned with factorv organisations and, after 1917,
interpreted the Russian experience of soviets as confirmation of their
own developing practice. 3ut in the immediate aftermath of the war,

some groups within the socialist movement explicitly recognised the
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need to organise outside the workplace, extending the council to the
1ncal district as a means for the general representation of all working
people in the corvmundty. Support for this came in articles published in

The Socialist, The “lorker and the ‘Jorkers' Dreadnought. The case for

what were called social committees was most clezarly elaborated in the

1919 Scottish dorkers' Committees pamphlet, Direct Actign, in which

Gallacher and J. R. Campbell argued for local committees both to
contribute to the industrial struggle and, once power had been seized,
to shtapwith industrial cowmittees the task of "organising the
industrial and sacial life of the n:mmunit_y in a planfuol "uanrrer'.ﬁa In
Zngland Sylvia Pankhurst gave a particular interpretation to the idea of
local committees: 'lfhese are the workshop committecs of the mothers,
for the streets and the houses they live and work in are their mr‘cgi‘ms‘.ﬂ
A gathering of industrial militants at a rank and file conference early in
1970 voted in favour of housewives zlecting their own delegates to social
cxynrnittees.sz 3imilarly the 507, although it clearly did not foreground
the issue of domestic labour, insisted that the "Cowminist form of
organisation... is dual in character, ji.e. industrial and 1.':2-.-'.:'ur:llren1'.:_i.-al-il'-E\‘:i
The post-war slump and political victimisation of 'troublemakers'
effectively killed the stewards' movem-nt, but the idea lived on in the
formal objectives of the Communist Party. 3ocial committees however
were forgotten. Hinton explains the post-war enthusiaswm for social
cormittees as a symptom of the decline of the political vigour of the
shop stewards'’ mueemt.ﬂ His excessive privileging of the worlgplace
over the localitv needs the corrective of Rowbotham's recognition that
social committees could have linked housewives into the major combative

organisations of the wor'dng c:las's.SS

{n the other hand the terms of Hinton's analysis allow very little
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weight to socialist activity which was shaped only partially, and not at
all, by the experience of shop stewards' organisations. The impulse to
construct institutions of direct democracy did mot derive solely from
industrial struggles, as the attempis to create social cownittees show.
3ut more iwmportant’ than this, by approaching the issue in this way the
multiple questions arising from the problem of representative democracy
are not so mpuch resolved as abolished. In general the proponents of
direct democracy intended to mount a frontal assault on the state. The
spread of revolutionarv aspirations in the years between 1917 and 1970
is understandabla. But by 19:1 a strategy demanding im-ne-dia.te. assault
on the state apbpearad far less convincing, and shop stewards were forced
either to modify their positicns or drift into political isolation. In
the post-war period the Labour Party rapidly emerged to stak%e its claiwm
as the political force which could unite and lead the working—class.
The overwhelming problen facing socialist was the relation between
direct and representative democracy. This was mot a question which had
already been settled before the end of the war - such that to engage in
representative politics was tantamount te _reneging on on socialism - but
rather ane which was open to negotiation and struggle. It rocked the
Labour Party itself. and it was thé overwhelming factor in the pro-

tracted disputes an the formation of the Communist Party.

The Formation of the Communist Party

By the time of the founding of the Communist Party in the latter half
of 1920, the situation had already become bleak for socialist. The shop
ste ards' movement had collapsed. The 40 hour strike in Glasgow in
January 1919 was defeated despite its great hopes. Unrest in the armed
forces had died down and the police strikers had been sacked. In Harch

1920 a motion at the TUC demanding strike action to secure the
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nationalisation of the mines was lost. B3y the summer, 'menployoent began
to bite and this proved decisive in rolling back militancy. In the spring
of the following year the bitter failure of the threc-month long winers!
stri%e signalled a defeat for the labour movewment as a whole. From that
moment struggles became desperate and defensive. The early years of the
party were characterised in its slogan, 'Stop the retreat'.

»The most positive feature of 1920 marked a significant political
reorientation. In August local councils of action were set up to
co-ordinate opposition to British intervention in Russia. These were
based on local trades and Labour councils, which at the time comprised
the local constituency Labour Parties. Both the parliamentary Labour
Party and the parliamentary committee of the TUC were suffiently - pressured
to lend their official support. In the following months apnroximately ZB8
co'mcils of action were formed, 'n.-m',-.r emerging fro™ trades and Labour
councils; of these, according to Jobhn Foster, 139 passed resolutions in
defiance of the national leadership and backed calls for political strikes
to end the economic sanctions on Russia and to force withdrawal of troops
from Ireland.sa This combination of both constitutional and direct action,
drawing an support from the Labour Party and marxists in the Communist
Party, formed a political force which had few precedents.

After extensive negotiation the groups which united to form the
Communist Party (predominantly the 332 and a minority of the 5LP),
resolved to run candidates for parliament and to apply for affiliation
to the Labr::-_ur Party. This latter decision was only narrowly passed, and
excluded from joining the Communist Party a significant nuwber of )
marxists who had no intention of ever having anything to do with the
Labour F'artv_- Some, such as Tow Bell, Arthur MacManus and Willis Saul,

all of the 5iP, came to the conclusion that unity was more important than
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the decision on the Labour Party and -~ having been expelled from the 3LP -
Joined the C on these grounds, while having little or mg faith in
affiliation. Nor did Tom Bell sece much hﬂpé J‘;n repi'esmtativé democracy :
he believed one of the first duties of the party was to liberate 'the =winds
of the masses from their superstitious faith in parliamentary ch?mcracv'.f:'?

Initial aporoaches by the P to the Labour Party lacked urgenr_y.- when the

Labour Party first refused affiliation The Comwunist replied: '3a be it.

It is their funeral, not c:urs*.ba The hostility of Lah-nur to the
Communist Party was no doubt reinforced by tﬁe latter's decision to run a
candidate against Labour in. Caerphilly in 1921 - and alss by its claim
that its campaign for abstention in olwich East in laté 1921 had ensured
that iacDonsld lost his chances of a seat. After these first bouts of
bravado, it was made clear to the & that the Cownunist International
intended it to take the is:ue of affiliation more seriéusly, and the
carly 1920s wer periodically punctuated by further applications and
further rebuffs. This did not stop the Cowpunist Party (until the =id
1920s) from having individual mewbers in local Labour parties, but its
impact on the Labour Party fell far short of full affiliation.

As for the issue of parliament, due to the fact that abstentionists
had mainly stayed out of the party thers was somx anthusiaém for running
candidates - certainly more than there was for wrangling ﬁith Labour.
Because of their local position it was possible in the sarly years for
some Commmists to run as Labour candidates, either mofi“icia.lly
(supported by the local Labour Party but not endorsed nationallv) or
sometimes with national executive aporoval. The hardening of Labour 's
attitude to the O in the s-xbsequent'vr-aze. put an end to this, and
ommunists were comelled to fight against Labour if thev wished to enter

the national electoral arena. Although no systematic national study
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exists, it appears from llacintyre's work that close connections between
the Communist Party and the Labour Party survived longer in some
localities, even to the extent of creating alliances to participate in

council elections. e

‘ If cormitment to adhers to the Labour Party was in practice
dilatory, what fundamentally united the marxist groupings which even-
tually formed the Communist Party was suppprt for sgviets, the dictator-
ship of the proletariat and the Third International. The success of
Folshevism had had a shattering impact on European socialism, constituting
and organising the process by which marxist groups split away from
socialist and social-democratic parties. The foundation of the Third
International was intended to rally all the sccialist forces which
recognised as universally applicable soviet power and the dictatorship
of the proletariat. In reality the First Congress, held in joscow in
January 1919 at the height of the Civil War, was a beleaguered affair,
claiming only a handful of representatives from Western Europe who had
either happe-ned to be in the Soviet Union at the time or who had crossed
the fmntier-s of Burope illegally and in great danger. Few socialists
outside the Soviet Union “new anything of this until after Comintern had
been formed. Two general aspects of Cowmintern influence need to be
stressed. First, Bolshevik slogans - whatever the specificity of their
origi-ns — Mmade a3 great deal of political sense to whole numbers of
European marxists. No variant of the "“oscow-gold' thesis, which depends
only on an explanation in terms of external manipulation, can take us
very far. Second, in no Surcpean country (with the possible exception
of Bulgaria) .was a Communist Farty formed without drastic upheaval,
multiple splits and protracted regroupments.

The reasons for this were various. Of crucial importance was that
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simultanecusly to the struggles between socialist and communists there also
developed l:ritical_p}ints of antagonism betwesn socialists and social demno-
crats. In this respect events in Britain closely followed the European
pPattern. One unintended effect of Comintern hostility to reforwism,
encompassing socialists and social democrats alike so long as they refused
to support soviets and t!'se dictatorship of the proletariat, was that it
neutralised these points of conflict between socialists and social demo-
crats. This operated as a strategic closure, forcing socialist back into
an alliance with social democracy, and encouraging the construction of a
new political bloe, explicitly anti-3olshevik, and with formidable staying-
power.

Throughout 1920 the transforsed situation in Surope and the strategic
respanse of Comintern threw the 3ritish commmists into confusion. By the
beginning of the year it was clear to what must have been the majority of
Zuropean marxists that there no lbnger existed the chance for achieving
a straight repetition of the Bolshevik Revolutisn in the “West. An over-
powering factor in this analysis was the allegiance of an increasing
number of working people to social -democratic parties. The response in

ioscow was clear. In Left Wing Cownunism - An Infantile Disease, written

in .fay, Lenin advocated the need fo- Communists to create tactical
alliances with the social-democratic parties. A copy of this pamphlet
was issued to each delegate at the Second Congress of Comintern, held two
months later. From this Congress emerged the "Twenty-One Conditions',
cutlining -n what conditions parties would be eligible for membership of
the International. This document was of historic importance in codifying
and making absolute the organisatiosnal division between Socialists and
Crmm:_i.sts. This was not at odds with Lenin's earlier prescriptions.

The Congress resoclutiuns displayed a econcern for strategy widch was
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characteristic of Lenin's own political practice - split, then a.llv-:
split'to create a coherent organisational and political presence, ally to
to win broad support. This was exactly the strategy to which Comintern
was: moving in 1920. Tt recognised the hold of social democracy in the
Jest, and also the necessity for nati nally specific approaches to the
moment of revolutionary rupture and dual power. It was also premised on
the belief that, to be effective, a Cowmunist Party had to be a maASS
party. By the end of the y=ar this strategy was insfituted as the
United Front, by which the new—formed Cowmunist Parties were directed to
ally with social democrats in order to expose the tréachery of reformist
leadership and the fallacies of parliamentary socialism. '
In Britain, opposition tc the Labour Party ran deep in the marxist
groupings and many most active in their support of Goaintern had arrived
at that position precisely through a critique of the Labour Parfv. In
the very voment of its foundation the Comnunit Party was ordered to
affiliate ‘to Labour. Fo- this to be achieved an iwmense amount of
pressura, argument and cajoling from Lenin and Comintern was required.
The prestige of the October evolution was of the first importance. 50,
in some cases,- was personal contact with-Lkenin; -although on occasion
uneasz, resentment and wvitriolic bitterness resulted from rapidly changing
opinions. It was mainly through Comintern pressure that the marxist sects
fused and created in Britain a new type of marxist party which sé-ught
mass mewbership and an organic connection to the mainstream of the labour
movenent. However, even in theory the strategy of the United Front
severely underestimated the penetration of social democracv into the
labour movewent: onslaughts agzinst the leadership of the Laboar Party
and- the TUC and clear revolutionary principles made little impact. In

practice, espousal of the strategy was cautinus. But increasingly
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socialists were forced to make a clnige between social democracy and
Lenini sm,

The relevance of Leninism to the 3ritish socialist movement became an
issue of burning ﬁolemic- Perceptions of Russia as a barbaric outpost on
the very frontiers of Zuropean civilization fuelled argument and counter-
argument. For the miners' leader Frank Hodges 'Russia had nothing to
teach' soeialists in Westemn f_mc.racie%.ﬁu MacDonald's belief was
similar, fc:.r he was convinced that direct democracy of the soviet tvpe was
an expression of a social formation more back:_wazd in the ewolutiocnary
seale, and represerntative dewgcracy its sumation. To him Comintern
appéared 'a sort of mayfly, created on the forcing ground of the fussian
Revolution' attewpting to =xport a model of socialism antithetical to the
west.al Discussions on the respective merits of direct or representative
democracy were deeply inflected by the E;Et,ﬁie-st metaphor, a continuing
legacy to this day. Recognition of the specificity of Russian conditions
could also organise the ground for a critique of Leninism from the left.
“John 3. Clarke, the editor of the Seottish revolutionary paper The
Jdorker, rejected the notion of a Leninist party and after a visit to
Russia in 1920 announced that 'The difference between conditions in this
highly-organised, industrially-centralised, pol:_'.tica’ily-mpact and
insular country, and medieval, semi-barbarie, loosely-organised and
politically infantile Russia is almust inconceivable to those who have
not been there to see'.ﬁg' Others again, S‘thh as 5ylvia FPankhurst,
argued that the wvery strength of the parliamentary tradition within the
British working-class necessitated mot the revolutionary use of -
parliament, but on the contrary a complete and total rupture from all
the dominant structures of British political life.63

Pankhurst was expelled from the Communist Party for refusing to
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relinquish control of her newspaper, and formed a short-lived iy group.
The majority of the SLP and the small grouping around John Maclean |
declined from the beginning to ]-::.J_n th:z- Communist Party, and in the event
were pitched into the political wilderness. There were a h;'a.rﬂful -of |
others who tried to escape the dichotomies 11105&1::] both by the ‘nﬁ;n‘tv—me
Conditions and by the absolute rejectlon on 'r.he part of the I.,ah:ur F'i'ﬂl."l:i.1r
leadership of a‘wthlng to do wlth Communism. Some were to be found in thE
Labour Party itself (in the ii_.F; or around i;::eorge Lar:-sbury} and some i.n

the educational Plebs L:eagm_- D:.ss:.dents in the ILP included figures such

R

as Dick Wallhead, John P'a.tcm and, sui:pr:l.s:l.n||;;|11,|r perhaps. .a.nmr ah_'mwell.
Others joined the ‘&¥ only to leave fairly qu:l.c':lv, such as nllen .411'-:11150:1,
Raymond H::stgate, J. T. Walton Newbold (a former Communist rE‘} and 't.‘he P.lehs
leaders Frank and “Jinifred Horrabin. The arguments of these diésiden‘ts were
by n'o. means identical, but thev all revolved around the ke;,r issue of
recognising the absolute cenﬁfality L;-f parliament and the Labour Party

to’ the British labour movement - thereby distancing ﬂie-nselveé from the (F -
while at the same time appreciating the {.'P's critique of the Lal:-:r.:r.Pa.rty.
Thus the IL# leaders, for instance, pmpcsed a scenario Gf remlutmna:y
c:ha.nge involving a parliamentary muahat gcrUEm'nEnt mll:ng to call

upon mass-mobilisation and,.in the event of resistanc:e from the duruinant
classes, upon loyal sections 6f the armed farces.64 although elements in
the reasoning of such dissidents were important, in reality their

political reach proved limited.

Constitutional versus Direct Action -

In effect the reconstruction of the Labour Party din 1918 and the- :
formation of the Communist Party in 1920 separated socialists and social

democrats, on the one hand, from marxists on the other. With historical
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hindsight this seems so familiar a bifurcation that it hardly warrants
comment. However, we want to argue against such received perceptions by
emphasising, first, the fluidity of the political situation in the period
1918 to 1924, and that, second, the Labour Party was only won to a
position of constitutional gradualis® and parliamentarianism as a resuolt
of a number of decisive struggles which were fought both inside and out-
side the Labour Party, and determined the limits of constitutionalism
itself. The question which then emerges is what were the political and
ideological conditions which enabled this division between socialists
and marxists to be produced®

In Hay 1920 John Haclean, with charactsristic insight, declared that
the Lloyd George government was about 'to clear the ground for a safe and
sane La.buurism'.ﬁs 8ut whatever the predictive gqualities of this state-
ment, its grasp was at best partial. HMaclean failed to distinguish
conflicting strategies inside the power bloc which, by early 1920, were
far from settled. The dominant strategies represented by the coalition,
for instance, scarcely pinned their hopes on letting any kind of
'Labourism' onto the state scene. In addition, he underestimated the
continuing struggles within the Labour Party, especiallvy the major
emergent point c:-f_ _aptaga!:ism bemeen social democrats and socialists -
the issue of direct action. It would perhaps make more sense to argue
that the success of a Labour socialism subordinated to MacDonald,
Henderson and Thomas was all but secured as a result of the shattering
defeat inflicted on the miners in 1921. This defeat not only marked
the collapse of the socialist aspirations of the previous decade, but
also drastically weakened the possibilities for successful working-class
political activity on a national scale. Furthermore, as Mci{ibbon

demonstrates, the centre of gravity of the Labour Farty remained
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extra-parliamentary until as late as 192°. But the significance of

Maclean's view is mot simply cne of timing. Rather it indicates the
opinicn, endorsed by the vast majority of marxists of the period, that
representative democracy was in diawetrical opposition to direct democ-
racy (a belief shared by lacDonald). Thus when the very frontiers of
constitutionalism were most open, and when (from 1918) the Labour Party
occupied a strategic place in determining the possibilities for expanding
a democratic politics, those drawn to the Commmist Party were excluded
from effectively intervening.

In June 1917 at the Leeds Convention resolutions were passed-
supporting the establishment of soviets and workers' and soldiers!
councils in Britain. Despite the deep differences which separated the
participants politically, the discourse of direct action and of direct
democracy spread across the whole speetrum of radical and socialist
opinion. In an excess of enthusiasm and excitement the question of the
divide between constitutional and non —-constitutional politics hardly
appeared.

However after the reconstruction of the Labour Party as a potential
party of government, the imposition of a specifically constitutional

politics came to be reasserted from inside the laboar movewment itself,

by the leadership of the party. At the Annual -Conference in June 1919
this had become the predominant and most contentious issue. The Chairman
of the Labour Party, J. icGurk of the Miners' Federation insisted:

We are either constitutionalists or we are'mot
constitutionalists. If we are constitutionalists,
. ~1if we believe in the efficacy of the political
weapon {and we do, or why do we have a Labour '
Party™) then it is both unwise and undemocratic
because we fail to get a majority at the polls to
turn round ‘and demand that we should substitute
industrial action.
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The pre-war polemic between the 'non-political' syndicalists and the
parliamentary socialists took a ne. turn frow this point: to believe

in the political was to accept the Pre—given constitutional forms of the
parliamentary process. +Hliband is correct when he notes 'The opponents
of direct action... sought to defeat the Loft by narrowing the altern—
atives open to the Labour movement to constitutional, wmeaning parlia-
wentary, action on the one hand, and _reuc.-lution and civil war on the
other'. The argument of the direct-actionists was often more pragmatic:
on specific, short-term issues, direct -1!:ti:|l:l was seen to work. Robert
>mllie, als> of the idners’, complained that the executive cwmwmittee of
the Labour Partv 'feared more than anything else what had com= to be
called direct action', and switched the terwms of the debate by suggesting
that the coalition government (elzcted on the basis of 'coupon' candidates)
were 'returned to power under false pretences'. similarly, Fred Bromley
of ASLEF attacked the notion of a numerical majority, proposing instead
that the leadership of the party 'give the rank and file a lead'. This was
very different from the strategic instincts of those in the leadership
who were grooming the party to be fit for gavernment. The ful! weight of
of this position was put, aptly, by Henderson:

To force upon the country by illegitimate means the
policy of a section, perhaps a minority of the
compunity involves the abrogation of Farliamentary
Government, establishes a dictatorship of the
minority and might easily destroy eventually all
our constitutional liberties. It is moreover a
two—edged policy. When Labour conquers political
power and accepts responsibility for the machinery
of Government, I cammot ses it prepared to admit,
say the followers of Sir Edward Carson, or the
medical profession, to set the ixecutive at
defiance of any process of direct action.

Or more succinctly, as J. H. Thomas responded - in his inimitable style, -

to the councils of action: 'it means a challenge to the whole Consitution
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of the Country...it definit=ly challenged the Constitution %6

The positions put forward by Aachonald, Henderson and Thomnas deserve
closer examination. LhdJJbtedlv they were a development of the socialist
theory elaborated inside the Labour Party before the war in which 'labour?
was to be integrated into the larger commnity and in wlﬁm socialism was
deployed as a non—class theory. Thus as a party of government, Labour
owed a responsibility to the whole 'community' and not simply to :"Lts
own 'sectional' constituency. This could overlap with a more nrtlﬁdc.;x
''Second-International' variety of socialisw in which the road to a demo-
cratic society was conceived as organic and evolutionary. From this per-
spective, the form of the state itself appeared neutral - which, once
commanded by socialists, coild simply provide the weans for the implemen—
tation of socialist policy. The critique of such ﬁews, from inside and
outside the Labour Party, by those who defended a socialism comitted to
the breadng of class divisions, to the self-activity of working people
and to the reconstruction of the state were thus of the utmost importance.
And one mwore tactical grounds, it is clzar that those installed in the
leadership frowm the ranks of the direct-actionists — a prospect which
was by no means unthinkable during the moment of the councils of action.

“hilz all this is true, :_i.t would be wrong to suppose that the
confrontation inside the Labour Party can be reduced to a straight-
forward conflict between a burcaucratic leadership and a belligerent and
activist rank and file. The containment of the direct-actionists
depended not only on the organisational advantages in the hands of the
leadership, but also on the fact that this built a degree of consensus ,
for their strategies.

The erucial factor in the strategic analysis of the constitutionalists

was the perpetual anxiety that there would occur either a political back—
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lash engineered by the radical right, or, more probably, that the coal=s
ition government would be able to achieve a sufficient degfee of-..
stablisisation, on an explicitly anti-Labour and anti;ﬁncialist ticket, to
exclude Labour from office for the foreseeable future. Such aas;ssments
of the political situation w;re not unfounded. Henderson's reférﬂnce to
Carson was no flourish but rather a realistic posing of the prﬂhlemﬁ
which would face a future Labour government. The general drift of the
coalition government made it clear to all in the labour movement that,
far from heralding social reconstruction, the slow accretion of gains iﬁ
the field of social reform would have, at some point, to be deferded. To
those who argued most foreefully for the constitutional position u1th1n
the party, political backlash and the erosion of welfare rights could
only be prevented by the consolidation of the Labour Party's role as a
constitutionally aceredited party of government. Indeed, this reasoning
took hold of the party through the 1920s. Marquand concludes his biography
of MacDonald by emphasising: 'As MacDonald pointed out ad ﬁausean, the
ground which the Labour Party gained between 1918 and 1922 was vulnerable
to cnunter-attacki.ﬁ?

Similarly it was common amongst the leaders of the Labour Party to
defend their stance from a legalistic framework, as a continuation of
the respect for the rule of law supposedly carried by the traditions of
working-class struggle. Now while much of this was rhetorical and
abstract, it nonetheless did connect with a strong, non-revolutionary,
current within the labour movement which had little or nb desire to
upturn Britain's 'liberal' civil traditions. This exerted constraints
on direct-actionists as much as on constitutionalists. Robert Smillie
recounds the episode of the interview of the leaders of the Triple

Alliance with Lloyd George in 1919 - when Lloyd George's admission of
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impending defeat was e:t'.-pugh to encourage the union leaders to draw back
from the nffensiue.ﬁﬂ And this cultural reflex of subordination and
d:eferm_ was lived by committed rewolutionaries as well: Gallacher
later referred to himself and other militant socialists of the time as °
'legal revolutionaries', and said of the Forty Hour strike in January
1919, we sh1ld have made a revolution 'but it never entered our heads
to do m'.ﬁg Thus the rhetoric of legalis®m was watched and counter-
haianr.:ed by the rhetoriq of insurrectionalism. This was compounded, as
ﬁ suggested when we discussed the East/West metaphor, bv the prevailing
me:}ta];ity of chaos, the fear that Britain would tumble into the social .
breakdown and collapse witnessed :I;I‘.I -::entral Europe after the war. The
identification of social oollapse and Bolshevism was clearly fixed in the
social democratic and conservative imagination, and was a long-lasting
theme of state l:;rnpananda- But there was a reality to it for all that
which, whsm generated from inside the labour movement itself, guuld help
to s'.ls.té;i_ﬁ the r-l;-arginalisa‘tim of direct-actionists.

The fear of social disintegration or of the reversal of Britain's
historic "liberal' route by the forcss of the right provided the
conditions by which the Labour representatives could present themselves
as the historical guaran‘t::jrs of Britain's constitutional traditions.

The political break which made this possible, and which gave an
unprecedented ideological credibility to the constitutionalist camp

w.l.tlu.n the pa.r;y, was the extension of the.suffra.ge and the passing of

the Mﬁsentatim of the People Bill in 1918. Formally incorporating

the ma.ss of the people into the political_. nation _registere-d simultaneously .
the process of the congquest cﬂ-.‘. violence and extremism: if all equa]Tl?
shared a voice in the democratic proecess, then unconstitutional act;i.tfnn

orild have no possible justification. Or in the words of lLord Russell,
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during the debate on the bill, suffrage should be made universal "as a
substitute for riot, rewolution and the riﬂe'.m This defence of the
British democratic system could now be given 2 specifically Labour
articulation. In addition, the very lifeblood of the Labour Party as an
€lectoral- party depended upon the expanded suffrage. Henderson and “#ebb
drew up their plans for rebuilding the party at exactly the mowment when
the Representation of the People Bill was in the process of being
discussed and debated. In the eyes of many of the leading figures in:the
Labour Party the rules of the political game had been transformed,
unparalleled opportunities existed for the labour movewment, and this was
no time for a political recklessness which could destroy evervthing which

had been so painstadngly constructed.

The Forms and Conditions of the Extension into Parliament

In shaping the passage of the Labour Party to government, some key
moments and determinations can be identified: the reorganisation of the
party in 191.8. the Representation of the People Act, the mdificaticn of
Comintern's policies in the Twenty-One Conditions in July 1920 (which
'!:-ade absolute the d15t1nct1nn betwe n representative and direct
cle-_mcraw}, and the break-up of the coalition government in Jctober 1922,
which ﬂpened.tﬂe prospects for a renewed two-party parliamentary system.
And in mnjlmctlr:m. touching every aspect of this passage, there
develuped the defeat, weakening and exhaustion of the shop stewards' and
rank and file movewents, esp_ecia_lly from 1921.

To many conservatives it seemed as if the Representation of the
People Act thream the verv. constitution itself: a simple numerical
'na'juritv.uf socialists in the lower House could at one blow Sweep away
all the instituticns of British democracy. But at the same time, to

some more liberal and far-sighted politicians it also provided the
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conditions for the tawing and 'constitutionalisation’ of the Labour
Party, for its insertion into the political system as the (second) party
of government, and served to balance the rotation of parties from Party
MNo. 1 to Party No. Z. (This was the strategy which was ultimately to
find its %ey proponent in Baldwin). Thus from 1918 to igz-d.—!ﬁ, the pre-
occupation of power-bloc politics rested on riding this contradiction,
and above a'llf ensuring that the constitutional limits, as existing in
1918, were strictly adhered to. The political logjc of this strategy was
to assume even greater significance after the defeat of the coalition

il_‘] 1922, for the recomposition of the power bloc at this stage was itself
achieved on the basis of the cpposition between a parliamentary-
constitutional structure and a Llovd George variant of a corporate
coalitionism.

The more the Liberal Party was s51d down-the river by Lloyd George's
commitment to coalition government, and the more the two-party
alternative gathered Pace as a strategic option, then the more the azims
of the constitutionalist pe.rspectiue inside the Labour Fartly converged
with the 'Bildwinite' forces in the power-bloc. Acoording to Marquand,
after the brea.:‘ﬂ—ﬂp of the coalition, “acDonald's first {ijec;."tive 'was to
bnsure, if possible, that politics revolved around a struggle i)euﬂen the
Conservative and Labour parties in which the Libsrals could be dismissed
as irrelevant'.’ And as acDonald himself perceived the situatinn, this
needed above all else to be a victory in parlia'nent:- 'If the Party fails
in Parliament, it fails in the country, and the d:fea-n af a Labour
Government will vanish for a gr—_'neraticn'.?l To ?c:{;;:m, th: s remained
a feature of the party throughout the 1920s "the electoral e-und. as
it were, rhetorical strategy of the i.,a.b:r.lr Party in the 1920s w$5 aimed

less at upsetting the Conservative predominance than at forestalling a
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Liberal revival"-7d In short, what begins to ewerge from 1922, if not
before, was an identity in political language between what were fast
becoming two of the key sections in the power bloc: the Baldwin faction
and the ‘iaclonald faction.

This is not to say that Conservative and Labour versions of the
'constitution' or the 'community' carried exactly the same mzanings in
relation to policies or aspirations. But the canvergence in political
language did derive from the convergence in iwmmediate political aiws:
the installation of two-party oconstitutionalism built around Labour and
Conservative. The creation of the 'universal' dewscratic subject of the
Representatation of the People Act effectively disorganised the socialist
wovement, fracturing it down the middle, deepening the split between the
acherents of representative democracy on the one hand, and direct
democracy cn the other. In other words, the political effects of the
introduction of a system of '"universal' suffrage served ultimately to
compounc the divisions which wers being generated from inside the labour
movenent itself, and in this the Twenty-One Conditions imposed by the
Third International were of critical importanee. Out of this double
movesent - the recomposition of the power-bloc and the divide within the
labour movement - emerged a fully-formed and modern Labour socialism.

Without doubt, fears of backlash, loss of real demncratic gains,
and the threat of the state being permanently occupied by an anti-
socialist block all had a real pedinence. That no, radical right .
venture materialised as a decisiwve political force must also be recog-
nised. The new means c_rf representation for the wor'dng-class - the
Labour Party itself, the trade unions and the TUC, the nascent
corporate institutions - massively shifted the political terrain, and

at least for those organised in the mainstream of the labour movement,
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resulted in some important material gains.' And the constitutionalist
position within the Labour Party was in all probability right in its
assessment that in order to break the caesarism of the Lloyd George
coalition, a necessary requirement was the retation of 'parliamentary
parties with the Labour Party itself integrated into the dominant
structure,

The great wealmess of Labour socialism was that it extended the move-

ment into parliament on exactly the same terms as before, creating Labour

in the image of the Liberals before thew. The legacy of the late 19th-

century democratic reforms, and the insertion of Labour into the centre
of the parliamentary area both precluded the likelihood of a long-term
authoritarian solution (as MacDonald and others insisted) and provided
the means for the internal recomposition of the power-bloc. But it was
on this dilemma that Labour socialism was caught. On the one hand it
aimed to defend and implemerit the results of the pravioas struggles
‘against a potential politieal backlash. On the other, the very terms of
this defence spurned a strategy which cwld construct a mass popular
democratic movement. ‘ithout such a popular basis’ from below, from
which to generate its own politie¢al strength, the leadership was led time
and again into 'betrayals', reproducing a class corporatism inside the
state itself. The creativity of class and popular struggles - councils
of action, rent strikes, the politics of the mmemploved — were discip-
lined, not harnessed. The educative role of the party was minimised

not enhanced. For those who set the course of the Labour Party, the
'constitution' was taken as the premise or th~ definer of the
possibilities of politieal action, whereas in fact (as Baldwin himself
understood much more acutely) this was precisely what the struggle was

all about.’>
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The relation of the Labour Party to the state, as exprassad in the
constitutionalist perspective, had its parallel in the Labour Party's
commitment to an abstract collectivism. Given the ambivalent connotations
attributed to 'collectivisa' and 'socialism' in the pre-war vears, there
occurred an easy passage by which collective state ownership could
become identified with s-::cia.lism.?S The ratienality of collectivising,
for example, the mining industry or the railways could be perceived from
well outside a socialist framewor<. In the immediate aftermath of the
wWar, a number of the most invetsrate right-wingers in the power-bloc were
advocating nationalisation of specific industries. It was only later (by
1920 or 1921}, when demands for nationalisation became integrated into a
Predominantly socialist discourse, strengthened by a commitment’ to
wor'sers' control, that the anti-nationalisation position of the Conser—
vatives became so entrenched. As we have noted, debates on collec-
tivisation were articulated to the imperatives of the reconstruction of the
state itself. The affects (if not the ideologies thenselves) of new
Liberalism and Fabianism were to suffuse conceptions of ecollectivism in
a rhetoric of statism.’C At a critical moment in the ideological
formation of the Labgur Farty these theories had a decisive influence on
leading Labour intellectuals. This merging of an undifferentiated
collectivism with the socialist project was a crucial step in the
developing statism of the Labour Party, am!, more generally, in the
reconstruction of the British state along the lines of a 'passive!’
revolution, a reconstruction by and large confined to the internal and
administrative recomposition of the apparatuses of the state.

The containment of a rank and file activism in the labour movement by
1921, the subsequent stages of the constitutionalisation of the Labour

Party, and the contribution of the latter to a 'passive’ regeneration of
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the state determined the complexion of sowme of the key class conflicts in
the 1920s. For the working class these struggles were primarily defensive,
anc localised or sectional, intersecting at three major points: the
resistance to the dismantling of the staple industries, resistances to
unemployment, and struggles to break the disciplinary and coercive core of
the state system of welfare., Cumulative struggles rver these .issues at
times overcame a narrow and formalistic definition of constitutionalism,
and, by following a much broader definition of the ogeneral democratic
tasks of the labour movement, raised corporate issues to a more general
and popular level. Although, in the older vocabulary, the movements
which grew up around these struggles in the 1920s werc firmly '"direct-
actionist', the dichotomous and ultimately negative attitudes to the
institutions of representative democracy ran far less deep. Indeed, many
of the fiercest struggles were concentrated within and against the
apparatuses of the local state.

e have argued that between 1918 and 1924 a central object of the
struggle between the major classes was the issue of constitutionalism,
The showdown during the General Strike finally secured for Baldwin his
victory against the forces of direct action. However, for a number of
vears before 1926 the focus of class struggle had begun to shift. It
is an irony that the predominant initiatives intended to regulate and
restructure the working-class through state practices in the .1920s . had
precious little to do with a 'constitutional' form of politics. The
character_:i.stic mocde was administrative. For example, a memorandum or
directive from. the Ministry of Health could have devastating effects on .
those receiving unemployment benefit. 'Profligate' local councils were
placed under the controls of mon-elected auditors, carrving unprecedentad

financial powers. Similarly, appointed government committecs, although
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only advisory, could wield enormus powsr - especially when representatives
af labour adder’ their signatures. The most infamous occasion was the
3lanesburgh Committes of 1927 which advised the reduction af unemployment
payments and the tightening up of the 'genuinely seeldng work' clavse:
the final report was signed by three trade union representatives, including
siargaret Bondfield, a meaber of the T and future minister of lLabour in .
the 1929 government. The incorporation of Labour and trade-unisan
represzntatives at the very highest levels of the state could mean that
socialists in varisus localities might find themselves pitched in
straggle against their own represuntatives.?q

Evidence from acecounts of the 'Little lMoscows', of the unemnloyved
struggles, and of ?a?larism?g suggests that on specific issues, as in the
period 1918-1920, the constitutional /non—constitutional distinction was
5iﬁﬁ1y inoperative at the lucal level. Perhaps the primary determination
for this was that, as a result of the remorseless administrative l_ogic of
the bureaucratic machine, rights which had come to be regarded as social
rights, the prerogative of all citizens, came increasingly under thre=t.
This was partly a product of economic considerations - the dominance of
the Treasury was no mirage - but was also due to concerted moves by the
central state to curb the constitutional and democratic routes by which
forces perceived as hostile to central government cmld win command of
various apparatuses of the local state. <Rights which were seen as
guaranteed constitutionally by parliament wers svstematically pared down
in the 1570s. Conflict with the state was exacerbated by the fact that
it was the state itself which was decisive in regulating the cdistribution
>f what was increasingly becoming a 'social' wage. Collective, anti-
state resistances were thus integral t> the politics of thz labour move-

ment in the 1920s - even when only apparently economic issues were in
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dispute. But far from remaining defensive, at their most developed, anti-
state struggles of this type could be raised to the offensive. The
building of popular alliances in specific communities against the vindie-
tiveness of petty officialdom could be extended to a movewent for the
deepening of dewocratic rights in order to secure the substance, as well
as the form, of social rights. The unemployed struggles organised by the
National Unewployed Work rs' lovement were particularly assertive in this
respect, engaging in dramatic, symbolic actions to demonstrate the lived
realities of unemployment and the coercive and regulatory functions of
the local welfare apparatuses of the state. The objectives of the NUWE{
were to smash the bureaucratic dominance of the welfare system and expand
into the state itself a representative structurs which could encourage
real popular controls. The greater the purpose of these resistances,
the greater the conflicts with the Boards of Guardians, the HMinistry of
Health, the police and cabinet and party representatives. Siwmilarly, the
case of “oplarism illustrates the significance of struggles within the
state, the electoral success of the Poplar councillors against Labour
Party bureaucratiswm of the Morrison type, the possibilities for the
redistribution of wealth through the local apoaratuses of the state, and
above all, the mainspring of the Poplar action showed that popular
legitimacy could be won for an intransigently 'unconstitutionzl!
Campalgn.

At best, official Labour Party support for such actions remainod
dilatory; at worst, overtly hostile and obstructive. The effect of these
anti-state struggles were necessarily undercut by the persistently .
ambivalent response of official Labourism and by the structural con-
straints of its insertion into the power-blec on the constitutionalist

ground which had been staked out between 1918 and 1924. By diseiplining
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mdh:ﬁ:linuiuumhase.thermmforthnserdnupﬂsantedtheubaur
Party in the power-bloc to exert a strategic and assertive presenee,
transcending the passive recompasition of the stata, sorzespondingly
looked weaker and ﬁa'oer.
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