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'The bourgeoisie will certainly present an obstacle. But it will be an obstacle which coincides with their place in society, as the organisers of production and the regulators of production. It is an obstacle which the working class will only overcome by a development of its own ability to do these things - not by an increase in its class solidarity, wariness of the bourgeoisie or ability to defend itself.'

THE WORKING CLASS INTEREST IN 'SOCIALISM'

The 1880s saw the first generation of socialist propaganda in Britain and from the 1880s to the First World War the question of socialism was the central question of concern for the conscious members (whose numbers were ever growing) of the working class. 

If you read the biographies of any trade union leader of this period you will find him spending his Sundays - not in church - but in the local park speaking or listening to the socialist speakers addressing the working class and giving the Salvation Army very stiff competition. These meetings occurred not for the tourists in Hyde Park. Speakers Corner then (and continually through the 1950s) was the gathering place for all interested trade unionists. Not only Speakers Corner but virtually every public park in industrial cities and towns and villages up and down Britain. In Manchester the town council in the l890s tried to ban such meetings and provoked the bourgeois liberals into making a united front with the socialists to defend the Englishman's right to free speech.

A new generation of trade union leaders (Tom Mann, Ben Tillett, Will Thorn, John Burns) had the great satisfaction of watching the old Lib-Labs, and even the Conservative Lancashire union leaders, swallow the pro-socialist resolutions passed at the TUC at this time. The older leaders preferred to retain their leadership positions and hold their own private opinions privately; thus when their members' views changed they tried to make sense of this change as best they could and so voiced the new ideas as being the opinions of the working man. Along with this propaganda and discussion inside the working class, there was also the growing desire to have members of their own class represent them in Parliament, just as the industrial bourgeoisie had acquired this desire as they became conscious of their economic power culminating in l832. It was a desire arising from the understanding that Parliament had the power to redress the grievances of the working class. The l847 Ten Hours Act had benefited the working class; the l87l and l875 Trade Union Bills had suppressed the bourgeoisie's attempt to defeat the trade unions politically.

The formation of the Labour Representation Committee in l899 had as its purpose "the representation of the working class in Parliament". It was to become the political party of the working class. It became that party because it had the support of the Trade Union leaders, i.e. the working class had recognised the need for a political party independent of the bourgeoisie.

The main political force in the formation of the Labour Representation Committee was the Independent Labour Party (ILP). Founded in 1893, Engels wrote to Sorge
 about its first conference: 

"The SDF [the ideologically Marxist Social Democratic Federation] on the one hand and the Fabians on the other have not been able, with their sectarian attitude, to absorb the rush towards Socialism in the provinces, so the formation of a third party was quite a good thing. But the rush now has become so great, especially in the industrial areas of the North, that the new party came out already at this first Congress stronger than the SDF or the Fabians, if not stronger than both put together. And as the mass of the membership is certainly very good, as the centre of gravity lies in the provinces and not in London, the home of cliques, and as the main point of the programme is the same as ours, Aveling was right in joining and accepting a seat on the Executive." (Selected Correspondence, p.453)

This development of socialism in the working class is reflected in Keir Hardie's speech to the first Congress of the ILP: 

"The Labour Movement, however, was not an organisation. It was neither a programme nor a constitution, but the expression of a great principle - the determination of the workers to be the arbiters of their own destiny. There were not in that meeting any of the great ones nor the learned ones amongst the sons of men, and therein lay the hope of the Labour Movement. We are here, continued Mr Hardie, such as we are, such as circumstances have created us, the expression of an inborn, an undying determination on the part of the democracy of this land to assert itself in its own spirit and through its own methods. [...] The demand of the Labour Party is for economic freedom. It is the natural outcome of political enfranchisement." (Conference Report, p6) 

"With Mr Gladstone's disappearance from politics there would be a scramble amongst different sections of the party (Liberals) for supremacy in the councils of the party. When that scramble came many would be driven in disgust into the Tory Party, but more would be attracted to any organisation which stood for righteousness in the state, and the faulty [fault? - PB] would be the fault of the ILP if the opportunity was not seized to make the party the dominant factor in the politics of the nation [...] He believed the ILP had a great opportunity if only, discarding all minor issues, it remembered that it was created for the purpose of realising Socialism - that that was the one item in its programme (hear, hear) [...] The danger was that the men who might be got in by minimising their demands would prove a source of weakness to them when the hour of trial came." (Conference Report, pp 4-5) 

How did the bourgeoisie react to this change in the political consciousness of the working class? Engels wrote to Lafargue
 in Feb. l893: 

"The only country where the bourgeois still has a little common sense is England. Here the formation of the Independent Labour Party (though still in embryo) and its conduct in the Lancashire and Yorkshire elections have put a match to the government's backside; it is stirring itself, doing things unheard-of for a Liberal Government. The Registration Bill (l) unified the suffrage for all parliamentary, municipal etc elections, (2) adds at least 20 to 30 per cent to the working class vote, (3) removes the cost of election expenses from the candidates' shoulders and places it on those of the government [...] In short, the Liberals recognise that, to make sure of governing at the present time, there is nothing for it but to increase the political power of the working class who will naturally kick them out afterwards [...] once Home Rule is on the Statute Book, they (the Tories) will realise that there is nothing for it but to enter the lists to gain power, and to that end there remains but one means: to win the working class vote by political or economic concessions; thus the Liberals and Conservatives cannot help extending the power of the working class, and hastening the time which will eliminate both the one and the other. Amongst the workers here, things are going well. They begin to realise their strength more and more, and there is only one way of using it, namely, by forming an independent party." (Selected Correspondence, pp 456-7)

Engels's statement that the working class was not being led back into the bourgeoisie's political fold by the Liberals' concessions is borne out by the ILP Congress of 1895. Pete Curran of the Gasworkers gave the Chairman's address: 

"He said that the difference between the new ILP programme and the Liberals' Newcastle Programme was that 'the men-who drafted it (the ILP's) were sincere men; and the other point of difference was that it contained points and principles which inspired and would in future inspire to the realisation of its objects.'" (Conference Report, p.6)

The National Administrative Committee of the ILP in its Report for the 1895 Conference stated: 

"Even a Liberal Plutocrat, of the type of the Rt Hon J. Stansfield MP, felt it necessary a few days ago to declare; 'That we are on the verge of a possible catastrophe, such as the world has never seen'. The plutocracy having no faith in the power of democracy to undertake the entire responsibility of regulating the whole of the industrial forces, may view with alarm, the rapidly coming great and mighty changes. To us, who know the necessity for these changes, it is a matter for great rejoicing that we are entering upon the period that is bringing the complete break up of the capitalist system and our present hope and desire is, that we may be found worthy to rightly fulfil our position in contributing to the complete demolition of competitive chaos and to the establishing of the Industrial Commonwealth." (Conference Report, p 20) 

The ILP's accession of strength from l893 to l899 was the major factor in the trade unions' support for the Labour Representation Committee. The ILP was willing to "compromise its principles" by limiting the LRC's objects to the representation of the working class in Parliament because it rightly viewed the unification of the working class politically as being of more substance than a principled position. The ILP viewed the triumph of its socialist views as inevitable within a working class party, i.e. that the will of the working class for working class politics could not be rejected because it was not pure enough. The Labour Party's first political programme in 1918 showed that the ILP had been correct. Its own object: "The collective ownership and control of the means of production, distribution and exchange" was a cornerstone of that programme. The ILP and other socialist organisations in the years between 1899 and 1918 had explained to the working class that its independent political expression necessarily implied socialism.

THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND ITS AFTERMATH

In its attitude to World War I, the British working class showed that it was no more capable of separating itself from the national aspirations of its bourgeoisie than the European working class. There were no mass movement against the war once it had been declared (though literally the day before Ramsay Macdonald had addressed a monster meeting in Trafalgar Square about how the working class would resist the war). However, unlike the European working class it not only proved able during the war to defend its interests economically, it also extended its control over the production process. It was also able to assert and win the demand that its level of subsistence should not be subject to the vagaries of the market (rents and food prices). 

The shop steward movement in the engineering industry was a reaction to the increased need for working class representation on the shop floor; arising from the need for increased production (a need which seemed never-ending even to those captains of industry called upon to provide the increase). This need had to be met by introducing greater division of labour, substitution of unskilled labour, and new production techniques. The engineers demanded and received a promise from the Government and employers (not without a series of strikes) that these changes would be wiped out at the end of the war and that production would continue after the war as if the new techniques had never happened. The employers were as good as their word and G.D.H. Cole records in 1921 this fact with not a little wonder. It was only when the force of the world market compelled British employers to reintroduce these techniques that the bitter economic struggles of the late 20s and 30s ensued.

[...]

The need for more centralised organisation in Britain did not result in the creation of a European bureaucracy, whose power came from its own institution and which [was? - PB] regulated from above. The need was met by the application of the voluntary principle, i.e. those who needed the regulating did it themselves, guided by the needs and demands of "public opinion" as expressed in Parliament, the newspapers, the trade unions etc, and were put on "their honour" to do what was expected. In the case of the economic struggle, the working class refused to deal with the employers; and the Government was forced to provide "fair and honest brokers" to regulate production. The working class refused to let the employers be self-regulating because they did not trust "their honour".

Lloyd George went to Glasgow in 1915 as Minister for Munitions boasting that he would be able to make the workers see sense, and accept dilution, pegged wages and more effort. Instead he found himself confronted with a unanimous refusal by the workers to be addressed by him and the demand that he should meet their "self-appointed" leaders, the shop stewards committee. His silver-tongued rhetoric never had a chance. He had to meet the shop stewards who put a demand for workers control. The shop stewards committee accepted the Government's concession of taking collective bargaining out of the employers' hands altogether and its substitution of dilution commissioners appointed by the Government who could agree bargains with shop stewards to increase production. This was the case in the engineering industry throughout Britain.

[...]

In his biography of Disraeli written in 1890, the Tory Christian historian J.A. Froude comments on the change in the bourgeoisie's consciousness: 

"From the Restoration downwards the owners of land began to surround themselves with luxuries, and the employers of labour to buy it at the cheapest rate. Selfishness became first a practice and then developed boldly into a theory [...] Every man was to be set free and do the best which he could for himself. [...] Competition became the sole rule of trade [...] artisans and labourers were taught to believe that they would gain as largely as the capitalists. They had been bondsmen; they were all now free, and all would benefit alike. Yet somehow all did not benefit alike [...] Discontent broke out in ugly forms [...] They were told they must keep the peace and help themselves. Their labour was an article which they had to sell, and the value of it was fixed by relations between supply and demand. Man could not alter the laws of nature, which political economists had finally discovered. Political economy has since been banished to the exterior planets; but fifty years ago to doubt was heresy, to deny was a crime to be censured in all the newspapers." (pp.77-8) 

"The remedy of the economists (50 years ago to working class distress, NS) was to heat the furnace still hotter, to abolish every lingering remnant of restraint, and stifle complaint by admitting the working men to political power. The enlightened amongst the rich were not afraid for they were entrenched, as they believed, behind their law of nature. In its contracts with labour, capital must always have the advantage; for capital could wait and hungry stomachs could not wait." (p.79)

END OF THE LIBERAL PARTY

In 1973 the bourgeoisie recognise that capitalist relations are no natural law; that they have to be defended and accounted for to the working class, because that working class is politically conscious. By 1890 we see that the bourgeoisie no longer had any natural law which ordered society. This disappearance of capitalism's natural laws underlies the disintegration of the Liberal Party. The ideology of the Liberal Party stemmed from these natural laws; individualism, Free Trade and antipathy to social control of any kind was no longer tenable and in its place remained nothing progressive except socialism.
 
Engels wrote to Laura Lafargue
 in l886: 

"The bourgeoisie, from the moment it is faced by a conscious and organised proletariat, becomes entangled in hopeless contradictions between its liberal and general tendencies here, and the repressive necessities of its defensive struggle against the proletariat there. A cowardly bourgeoisie, like the German and Russian, sacrifices its general class tendencies to the momentary advantages of brutal repression. But a bourgeoisie with a revolutionary history of its own, such as the English and particularly the French, cannot do that so easily. Hence that struggle within the bourgeoisie itself, which in spite of occasional fits of violence and oppression, on the whole drives it forward - see the various electoral reforms of Gladstone in England, and the advance of radicalism in France. This verdict (an acquittal in France) is a new étape (stage). And so the bourgeoisie, in doing its own work, is doing ours." (Selected Correspondence, pp.394-5)

Some members of the Liberal Party adopted socialism as the new natural law; there were many defections from the Parliamentary Party on down to the Labour Party. By 1922 the Labour vote exceeded the Liberals' and the Liberals were never again to retake the lost votes.

The progressives who left the Liberals had been unable to convert the party to the necessary changes and the Liberal Party's demise marked the demise of the bourgeoisie as a conscious political power capable of forcing political changes which were exclusively in their own interest (e.g. Free Trade). The working class, on whose support the Liberal Party had had to depend to force changes in the direction of capitalism's natural laws, had recognised that their class interests were different from those of the bourgeoisie and consequently organised independently.

THE ROLE OF THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY

Why then did the Conservative Party survive? Precisely because the Tory Party's function in British Parliamentary politics as it had developed in the 19th century had been to maintain that the status quo was the most desirable state of affairs and any change would not only damage the social fabric but also be hypocritical for a Conservative Party to uphold (Disraeli was able to win the Tory's heart when Peel supported the repeal of the Corn Laws by appealing to this sense of principle). This Tory stance has the effect of forcing the progressive social forces to develop and argue their case for change thoroughly within the society as a whole before any change is enacted. It is the "minimum of stability and order" referred to in the British Road. By the time the forces for change have influenced "public opinion" enough to get a serious Parliamentary hearing the forces of reaction have fought and lost all the battles except the last; their strength and ability to resist have been defeated. The Parliamentary battle is the last; in it a 'principled protest' is registered and the change then goes forward.

The Conservative Party developed this ability to resist change and yet be able to enact and implement change when necessary because it has always had a radical wing who have recognised that progressive forces are inevitably bound to force change. Amongst the radical wing have been the Pitts and Disraeli (to an extent), and also Peel and the Peelites while they remained within the Party (Gladstone as Conservative Chancellor of the Exchequer not only tore down duties and protective tariffs but also delivered a straight challenge to the House of Lords about their right to tamper with the Commons). When the working class became politically conscious, the Liberal Unionists (notably Chamberlain and Dilke) brought forward measures which Keir Hardie was forced to take seriously and call "Bismarckian socialism".

In the interwar period this radical wing was composed of Boothby, Macmillan and Butler amongst others. Because these Tory Radicals always [act? - PB] strictly within the bounds of party discipline and propriety they are not looked on as Reds Under the Bed or hostile; they merely hold their own opinions, which, when society is stable and not forcing change, they keep to themselves as their own opinions. However, when progressive change is forced up to Parliament, it is the Radical wing which enable the Tories to cope with the change and remain a coherent political body capable of survival because it can not only accept but understand and be able to administer the change.

"In attempting to analyse the principles of Conservatism, we must at least avoid the error of too close an approximation to precision or to dogma. The historical continuity of any party appears to the modern reader to be of the most slender description." (Industry and the State, a Conservative View, by Boothby, Macmillan, John de V. Loder, MP and Hon Oliver Stanley, MP.) 

"The Conservative point of view may be defined as being made up of four ingredients; symbolism, empiricism, continuity and realism [...] We have, as a nation, a particular predilection for inductive as opposed to deductive reasoning [...] The fact that we always have responded to necessary changes in our political or social organisation has confirmed us in the view that the imposition of a theoretical system is both wasteful of the evolutionary possibility of existing institutions and a positive bar to further progress. This belief leads us at once to recognise the necessity for continuity, for using fully existing materials in any scheme of further building [...] thus avoiding the dangerous interregnum between total demolition and the completion of reconstruction. Finally, we rely on reality; we take the world as we find it today and not as we think it ought to be, not as we hope it will be in time to come, believing that only thus is it possible for each succeeding generation to leave it, in fact, a little better. It is an obstinate blindness to reality and a pathetic faith that it is possible to make human nature approximate to their ideal simply by wishing, and thus to dispense with the slow and painful process of evolution, which waste the noble enthusiasm and generous sympathy of so many Socialists today." (pp.11-12. The book advocates an industrial syndicalist and planning organisation.) 

In 1925, Ernest J.P. Benn, whose father had been a progressive Radical, wrote Confessions of a Capitalist. In chapter 1 he states: 

"But the political agitation against my class is not to me so serious as the greater mass of middle class opinion which [...] adopts with unanimity an attitude of mind definitely unsympathetic to commerce [...] There seems, in, fact, to be little doubt in the mind of anybody that the accumulation of big fortunes in individual hands is bad for society. Public opinion has accepted almost without question the fallacious theory that riches are made at the expense of others [...] It is not necessary in England to declare oneself a Socialist to adopt the view that there is something wrong with the system, for Socialist agitators and Christian preachers vie with one another in denunciation of the existing scheme of things. Socialism has grafted itself on to our public opinion so completely that even at a Tory meeting it is possible to raise a laugh at the expense of a man like myself with £10,000 a year [...] In case it may be thought that I am unduly sensitive, or am exaggerating in this matter of public opinion and wealth, I quote an answer which was given in the House of Commons as recently as February, 1924, by the then Lord Privy Seal, Mr J.R. Clynes (Labour); 'I should have thought [...] it was the aim of all political parties to effect by means of social legislation a more equitable distribution of wealth.' [...] That reply was received by the House with general agreement, and shows how completely we have accepted the notion that it is the duty of our legislators to effect this 'more equitable distribution of wealth'. [...] I venture the opinion that there were not more than a score of persons present in the House of Commons (and I do not forget the whole of the Conservative Party) who felt that this statement of Mr Clynes was a tragedy instead of a pious expression of the opinion of all parties [...] Unlike the ordinary anti-Socialist agitator, I blame quite definitely the business community for the state of mind into which the public has been allowed to drift." (pp.12-14) 

Samuel Brittan made the same comment recently in the FT (quoted in December Communist, 'Tripartite Talks') and like Benn had no idea where capitalism's defenders would come from. Peter Walker, Minister for Trade and Industry in the Heath Government spoke on 19th January 1973: "The purist arguments for capitalism no longer apply. Capitalism has a contribution to make, but in a changed form. Those of us who seek for our society advantages of a free-enterprise system must examine objectively a number of major spheres and eradicate the disadvantages. We simply cannot allow our economic growth to flag with consequent effects on the quality of our lives while we stand on ceremony and bow towards nineteenth century views of the proper division of responsibility between management, labour and government." (Sunday Times, 21.1.73, p.60) 

If we hold that ideas and "public opinion" do not simply come into people's heads, that consciousness is indeed a matter of reflection of material reality and not metaphysics, then, we can understand the significance of the volte face which British society has gone through since the development of the political consciousness of the working class. From the time when the ideology of bourgeois political economy was a natural law which gave rise to political and social change to 1890 when no one could be found to defend it anywhere. For those of us who have given [sic. grown? - PB] up in the time when that "dogma" was already indefensible it will be difficult to understand the change which Froude records and which Engels also lived to see and register.

POLITICAL EXPRESSIONS OF WORKING CLASS CONSCIOUSNESS

I have already described the development of socialist ideas in the most conscious section of the working class. We have seen an understanding that the old epoch had come to an end and that the working class would be the actors in founding a new epoch.

Within the working class there were two views on how its power would express itself. The ILP held that socialism could only be achieved by parliamentary means. The syndicalists argued that Parliament was meaningless and could do nothing. In any event what was promised by politicians was never enacted. The real power lay in the production process and working class control of production must bring socialism. They did not actively oppose the ILP and Parliamentarism; they refused to support and work for it.

It is not at all surprising to find these two views of how to win socialism, as each reflects an aspect of the reality of the class struggle. The ILP never stopped to consider why Parliament enacted what it did. It took Parliament as sovereign in itself and saw the connection between Parliament, lawmaking and society as being confined to its most formal appearances: elections and the task of piloting a bill through the House. Once an election had been won and once a bill was through Parliament the ILP assumed that its effect on society would be as it, the ILP intended. After all they were the members of the party offering themselves for election and they had written the bills.

The syndicalists were the working class's reaction to having spent nearly a century in industrial production; they were a reflection of the fact that the class was coming to terms with this new situation (i.e. rather than wishing to go back to the old production process of isolated artisans and small producers). The working class was coming to some conclusions about its place in production. In August 1912, Sidney and Beatrice Webb analysed syndicalism. As parliamentarians, they were implacably hostile to politically developed expressions of syndicalism in the Labour Party; but they understood it and knew it had to be reckoned with: 

"The manual working wage earner has lost faith in the necessity, let alone the righteousness, of the social arrangement to which he finds himself subject. [...] To all wage earners who think about this matter (the inequality in distribution of wealth), to all who are in fact 'class conscious', the explanation seems simple. Whilst they and their fellows are contributing the whole of the physical toil involved in the production, distribution and exchange of commodities, they are excluded from the ownership both of the instruments of production and the products of labour. But this is not all [...] The manual working wage earner finds himself spending his whole life in subjection to the arbitrary orders, even to the irresponsible caprices of the employers and their agents. [...] To a man who has taken literally the rhetorical advocacy of trade unionism as a remedy, the result seems painfully disappointing. Meanwhile the employer has often recouped himself by increasing the speed of the work, or by otherwise adding to the intensity of the toil [...] The trade union, in fact, of the orthodox type, assumes and accepts as permanent the very organisation of industry against which the 'class conscious' wage earner is now revolting [...] (The) next step (for a class conscious worker) has always seemed a mere application to industry of the principles of democracy [...] why should not the same body of manual workers (who are in Trade Unions), who form in every business organisation the immense majority, elect the general manager and the foreman, the buyer and the salesman, who are now appointed by the capitalist private owner of the enterprise [...] All that stands in the way seems to be the private ownership of the instruments of production, entailing as it does, the ownership of the whole product." (The Crusade, pp 137-8) 

Syndicalism as a political tendency disappeared in Britain after the early 1920s. The reason lies in the fact that while the period up to World War I and directly after it had been one of full employment, expansion of production and the consequent increase in immediate bargaining power and strength of the working class, the interwar period was one where the working class was concerned to defend and enforce the current relations of production (to maintain employment and real wages), thus the work sharing and voluntary limitation of piece work. The 'left' has attempted to resuscitate syndicalism in the '60s as giving adequate expression to the working class's consciousness.

The Webbs' objection to syndicalism was that it assumed that abstract democracy was enough to regulate and organise production, distribution and exchange. Just as the ILP believed that forms were all, the syndicalists held that 'will was all' that was needed to bring about a transformation in the relations of production. 

The Trade Unions are the oldest and strongest organisation of the working class. Their development belongs to a history of the 18th and early 19th centuries. By 1917 they had fought for and won an acknowledged place in society as a working class organisation with the job of seeing that the working class obtained the full value of its labour power and that conditions of work were regulated in their members' interests. The Labour Party was organised by trade unions to make their political leverage more effective. To this day it remains essentially a party to speak for the trade unions in Parliament.

The position of the Fabians has been already dealt with; it remains to speak of the Communist Party of Great Britain. The three political constituents of the CPGB in 1920 were the British Socialist Party (BSP), the syndicalist shop stewards and the ultra-leftist Workers Dreadnought (Sylvia Pankhurst). Numerically the BSP provided the most members though the only constituent which had any relation to the working class were the shop stewards. The BSP was a Marxist sect who took Marxism as a dogma. Consequently they had never had any permanent influence on the working class, though it must be said that the politically conscious members of the working class always attempted to make common cause with them - the purity lay wholly with the BSP. I have already shown that the shop stewards derived their power as agents of the working class in the economic struggle. When the working class, due to the interwar slump, could no longer dictate the conditions of production, the syndicalism of the shop stewards gave way to the defensive trade unionism for which they had previously twitted the older generation of trade union leaders. The shop stewards retained their power because they were useful in the defensive economic struggle, but the CPGB shop stewards remained nothing more nor less than the most skilled and determined and co-ordinated practitioners of trade unionism in the working class. The ultra-leftists influenced the politics of the CPGB far more than their numbers warranted. This was because the political situation was one of flux such as Britain had not seen since the beginning of the nineteenth century and because the CPGB could not explain that flux using Marxism (it had no elements capable of doing so) it had to use the ultra-left's extremism and voluntarism. Precisely because the shop steward element was the only point of the CP's connection to the working class, it was at this point only that the CPGB had an impact on the British working class. The CP's organisation, determination and co-ordination within trade unions ensured that the unions remained the most vital organisation of the working class. Politically, the CP proved incapable of explaining Marxism and the USSR to the working class and also incapable of going beyond the BSP's dogmatism to taking the history before its very eyes seriously.

[...] 

ORIGINS OF THE 1926 GENERAL STRIKE - THE SANKEY COMMISSION OF 1919

The fact that 1926 was an open confrontation outside Parliament between the working class and the bourgeoisie was determined by the fact that the working class refused to take socialism seriously.

The miners' demand which precipitated the Lock-Out at the beginning of May 1926 was that there should be no reduction in wages (even though the market had turned against coal producers and coal prices were falling) and that the coal owner & should negotiate with the miners as a National Union and not by district, and that there should be no increase in hours.

The miners had supported demands by their Union for higher pay and lower hours since the end of World War I. While the market conditions favoured coal and while the Government continued to "control" the coal industry (through the Coal Controller, a system arrived at because of the need for centralised organisation and the demands of the working class) and operated a pooling scheme whereby the more profitable districts subsidised the less profitable ones, there could be higher pay, lower hours and national standardisation of wages.

In 1919, the coalition Government faced probably the most serious threat from the working class that it would ever encounter. The Miners Federation of Great Britain (MFGB, the miners' union) made a demand for higher wages, shorter hours, and the nationalisation of the coalmining industry. (Because the mines were still controlled by the Government, the demand was put to the state and not to the coal owners who could wield no power except their political power - they had no economic power).

What is more, the MFGB made that demand after a full membership ballot which gave the Executive the power to call a strike if the demands were not met in full. Far from negotiating and conciliating, this amounted to the MFGB making a demand and expecting that demand to be met.

The Government replied by appointing the Sankey Commission to examine whether the MFGB demands were practical, i.e. what basis there was in the society for granting the demands. It replied very swiftly indeed because it understood that the miners were in dead earnest. The MFGB agreed to give evidence only on the condition that it was allowed to nominate one half of the Commission's members.

The Sankey Commission had 12 members. 4 were the direct representatives of the MFGB, openly and formally acknowledged as such by all involved (they included the President, Vice-President and Secretary of the MFGB); two were formally nominated by the Government but agreed between it and the MFGB as 'independent men' supporting the miners (Sidney Webb and R.H.Tawney); three were direct Government nominees who were 'independent men' representing 'stability' and 'technical expertise'; and three were the direct representatives of the employers organisation of the coalowners. (The technical expert was Sir Arthur Duckham)

The Sankey Commission had been created by an Act of Parliament (not executive or bureaucratic fiat or machinery) and had to report back to Parliament so that Parliament could decide about what to do about its findings. The MFGB leaders had declared that the decision on wages and hours must be put before the union with no delays i.e. they separated the demand for nationalisation from the wage claim and judged the wage claim to be the more urgent.

Accordingly a fortnight after its creation, the Commission reported after taking evidence and cross-questioning witnesses before the nation. Its proceedings were not only front page news in every paper, the conclusions to be drawn from the witnesses' evidence were the subject of consideration and polemic everywhere. The Commission was unable to issue a unanimous report. The six MFGB representatives issued a report which accorded the wage and hours claim in full and supported nationalisation in principle: 

"We find justified the miners' claim for a more efficient organisation of their industry - the individual ownership of collieries being officially declared to be 'wasteful and extravagant'[...] and in view of the impossibility of tolerating any unification of all the mines in the hands of a capitalist trust we think that, in the interest of the consumers as much as in that of the miners, nationalisation ought to be, in principle, at once determined on." 

The Chairman, Lord Sankey (a Tory judge who made the 13th of the Commission) and the three Government 'independent men' issued a report which granted the hours claim in full and went more than half way towards the wage claim. It said: 

"Even upon the evidence already given, the present system of ownership and working in the coal industry stands condemned, and some other system must be substituted for it, either nationalisation or a method of unification by national purchase and/or joint control." 

The coalowners report said nothing about nationalisation (did not put a case for private ownership to Parliament) and granted the hours demand without the wages demand.

The Coalition Government accepted the independent report "in spirit and in letter" (Bonar Law for the Government in the Commons, quoted in Page Arnot: The Miners, Vol.2, p.201. The Commission quotes are also from Arnot). The MFGB agreed to put the interim recommendations to a ballot. The ballot paper not only detailed the wages and hours offer but also added: 

"In view of the statement in the report of the Chairman of the Commission that the 'present system of ownership stands condemned' and that 'the colliery worker shall in future have an effective voice in the direction of the mine', the Government have decided that the Commission must report on the question of nationalisation of the mining industry on May 20, 1919." (quoted in Arnot, p.202) 

The ballot showed overwhelming acceptance for the Sankey terms and the strike notices were withdrawn.

The Sankey Commission continued to take evidence for all the nation to hear and consider. Indeed the interim report had said: 

"We are not prepared to report one way or the other upon evidence which is at present insufficient [...] nor are we prepared to give now a momentous decision upon a point which affects every citizen in this country [...] We are prepared, however, to report now that it is in the interests of the country that the colliery workers shall in the future have an effective voice in the direction of the mine. For a generation the colliery worker has been educated socially and technically. The result is a great national asset. Why not use it?" (Arnot, pp.203-4) 

The MFGB view of nationalisation (which the Miners' MPs had already drawn up as a draft parliamentary bill) was put before the Commission: "It was based on vesting all powers in a National Mining Council, ten appointed by the Government and ten by the Miners' Federation." (Arnot, p.205). There were to be District Councils, and Pit Councils with powers delegated from the Mining Council and on which half the members were to be working miners. The MFGB counsel presenting the scheme said: 

"Any administration of the mines under nationalisation must not leave the mineworkers in the position of a mere wage earner whose whole energies are directed by the will of another. He must have a share in the management of  the industry in which he is engaged, and understand all about the purpose and destination of the product he is producing; he must know both the productive and the commercial side of the industry. He must feel that the industry is being run by him in order to produce coal for the use of the community, instead of profit for a few people. [...] This ideal cannot be reached all at once owing to the way in which private ownership has deliberately kept the worker in ignorance regarding the industry [...] The mere granting of the 30% (wage demand) and the shorter hours demanded, will not prevent unrest, neither will nationalisation with bureaucratic administration." (Arnot, p.206) 

The coal owners representatives did not question the MFGB counsel on the principle of the appropriation of private property but whether in fact the workers could organise and administer the mines.

WHY THE CHALLENGE TO PRIVATE OWNERSHIP FAILED

Now, the accepted 'left' convention about the final Sankey report is that it retreated from its original support for public ownership with workers' control and thus the working class were not only defeated, but defeated by the trickery of false promises about accepting the "spirit" of the report. In fact the spirit of the final report was perfectly consistent with the interim report.

What in fact permitted the Government (indeed forced the Government) not to nationalise the mines and institute schemes of local administration was the complete absence of political pressure (both Parliamentary and extra-Parliamentary) by the working class. The miners' withdrawn strike notices were not again tendered as a clear indication to the Government that all the techniques of "peaceful persuasion" in pursuit of "just demands" would be used by the working class.

The Commission's final reports were presented on June 20th to Parliament. Chairman Sankey's conclusions were supported by the six MFGB representatives who however issued in addition their own report sticking to the MFGB position in full. Sankey recommended that the principle of state ownership be accepted and that there should be a scheme of local administration of the mines, with the miners having one third of the representatives. Duckham issued a highly eccentric blueprint plan for solving the economic problems of the industry without addressing himself to the political issue, while the other two 'independent men' did nothing. The coal owners came out against nationalisation in any form and conceded only consultative pit committees with no power (Arnot, a CPGB member who lived through it, says: 

"Their (the coal owners) views were perhaps best expressed [not? - PB] in their own words (the report), but in those of one of the coal owners, Lord Gainford, who, speaking as a witness, said: 'I am authorised to say on behalf of the Mining Association that if owners are not to be left complete executive control, they will decline to accept the responsibility of carrying on the industry, and, though they regard nationalisation as disastrous to the country, they feel they would in such an event be driven to the only alternative - nationalisation on fair terms'." p.208).    

It is here, however, that the political representatives of the working class refused to take their case any further. Having succeeded in forcing the nation, "public opinion" and Parliament to listen, argue out and come to terms with the working class's case, they stopped. The MFGB Conference in mid-July agreed "reluctantly" (G.D.H. Cole, History of the Labour Party 1914-1949) to Sankey and ... did nothing to make sure it was implemented.

Now it is quite wrong to say that the MFGB leaders did not understand that extra- Parliamentary pressure would not only be needed right up to the point when the Bill was enacted, but if anything would need to be intensified during this time. The Miners had had long experience of conducting campaigns for Parliamentary action on regulating their working conditions and hours and understood very well just how pledges are extracted from MPs and governments and how "peaceful persuasion" is used. The answer must lie in the MFGB Executive's decision (l) to separate the nationalisation demand from the wages/hours one, (2) their inability to get their members' backing for the threat of strike action if nationalisation was not enacted, (3) their inability to organise a political campaign of the working class as a whole for Sankey (on the lines of the bourgeoisie's brilliantly successful "The Bill, the whole Bill and nothing but the Bill" in 1831). Precisely because (2) and (3) were absent was (l) a fatal mistake. It should be restated here that this inability is not the MFGB leaders alone - it is true of the whole of the leaders of the working class. Those in the "Labour Movement" who understood the necessity for such change (the Fabians) did not tackle the question of explaining this to the working class or their leaders. The ILP continued to talk about principle.

Faced with the working class's refusal to support the public opinion for nationalisation with substance, i.e. with their power as a class, the bourgeoisie set about to try to change public opinion. It should be noted that they only did so after the working class had stopped insisting on its case (like the landed aristocracy in 1831 it accepted that to try to argue its case and organise social force in support would inflame the situation and provoke a more organised reaction from the working class). Before the end of June many coalition MPs had announced publicly that they would fight against Sankey and vote against the Government if it supported Sankey. Meetings were organised and the counter case to Sankey put for the first time.

Not surprisingly, the Government reacted to this pressure, in the absence of any pressure from the working class, by beginning to renege on the "spirit" of Sankey. Or rather it is more accurate to say that the spirit of Sankey began to change; since it was neither more nor less than what the politics of the nation decided it was to be (this explains the conventional 'left' view of final Sankey being milksop after interim Sankey. The actual face value of the final report is forgotten as the working class did not enforce it).

In mid-August the Government proposed a variant of Duckham's report. The MFGB decided against holding a strike after consultations with the Triple Alliance, and instead went to the TUC supported by the Alliance. The TUC supported the MFGB in full; but, not surprisingly in view of the MFGB's own decision not to strike and the absence of political pressure, decided (in December at its special Congress - no sense of tactical urgency was felt so pure democracy was observed to its letter) on a Mines for the Nation propaganda campaign "to which all sections of the labour movement were invited to give the fullest support. This campaign was designed to educate public opinion,which had been found to be somewhat apathetic about the nationalisation issue." (Cole, p.95)

In May 1919 public opinion had been compelled by the working class to examine the mining industry, to put its capitalist foundations in question. And on the terms of that public opinion (i.e. the consciousness of each class and the political force used by each class) the status quo had been proved indefensible on June 20 1919. It had been proved on the basis of practicality that the coalowners had not administered the mining industry in the interests of the nation, and that the miners would do it better. 

By December 1919, public opinion "had become" apathetic. Arnot states, "At this critical stage (after June 1919) they (the MFGB) made the tactical error which they tried to correct later, of simply awaiting the decision of the Government." (my emphasis)

It cannot be overemphasised that these seasoned veterans of Parliamentary campaigns simply do not make "tactical errors"; they were far too experienced to make a random mistake and far too successful at winning concessions to misread Government and Parliamentary behaviour. Unless we accept the "class traitor" theory which explains every defeat by treachery at the top, we must conclude that the campaign for nationalisation was not continued and won because the leaders did not understand the necessity for doing so, in the same way that they did indeed understand the necessity for winning a wage/hours demand, or enforcement of safety at work or defence of trade union rights. The understanding of this necessity could not come from the working class itself (Communist consciousness after all is not mechanically created in reaction to events). It would have to come from an understanding of the working class's tasks in the development of socialism as a system of production to replace capitalism. And that understanding is precisely what the Fabians, the ILP and the CPGB had not given either the working class or its leaders.

The Government rejected the nationalisation in the Sankey Report only when it was clear that it was the verdict of the nation that they should. It did not act before it was very sure just precisely what that verdict was. The Government's proposal to adopt Duckham's report was accepted by Parliament in December 1919. 

RETURN OF THE COAL OWNERS

The coal industry was de-controlled by the Government in 1921. The coalowners, having been presented with a mandate to run the mines by the nation, proceeded to do just that. The coal mines were no longer owned by individual hardy entrepreneurs in the main. The centralisation of production meant that "monopolists" like Alfred Mond (founder of ICI) had substantial coalmining interests. Nevertheless, the individual entrepreneur still survived in some places and interestingly it was these reactionaries (used in the correct sense of having a philosophy and way of doing things out of line with changed reality) who controlled the employers' organisation which did all the negotiating with the MFGB. Their control was so strong that the big bourgeoisie were unable to challenge the small owners' ideas about how the struggle with the miners should be conducted.

After 1919, relations between miners and owners were confined to traditional trade unionism. And though it should be remembered that the coalowners took the most reactionary course open to them (refusing all Government attempts at capitalist reorganisation which had been enacted by Parliament), the fact that they were able to do so was because the working class had taken the owners to the brink and failed to push them over. Left in the ownership of their pits, the owners proceeded to act as if they and only they knew what was best (having little regard for the material requirements of the industry or its most progressive practitioners like Mond). When the MFGB had to try and defend its concessions and conditions won during the war in 1921, 1925 and 1926, they had to contend not only with a worsening in the terms of trade for English coal and the increasing substitution of oil, but also a reactionary employers' organisation which could not be coerced by the more realistic members of its class because these reactionaries had won their case in the open struggle of public opinion. 

The progressive members of the bourgeoisie can coerce the reactionary members of their own class only when the working class provides the force and conscious demand for them to do so. In this case the working class had provided the force, but had drawn back at the crucial moment, so the reactionaries had won and were perfectly entitled to take the fact of property ownership seriously (i.e. to flaunt the developments in the productive forces). But we should not forget that even with the most progressive employers, miners would have had to take a cut in their wages, because the market was producing conditions which even the most progressive bourgeoisie at that time could not alter. The best it would have been possible to expect was that the cut should have been agreed by the MFGB and employers as necessary, made as small as possible, and shared between districts on a national basis; and that the cut should be redressed as soon as market conditions made this possible. Meanwhile, a progressive bourgeoisie would presumably have managed better as capitalists, exploiting the chances the market threw up better than the reactionaries.

In the meantime the bourgeoisie as a class had gained great sustenance from the coal owners' victory and began to believe for the first time since the l890s that a new epoch might indeed not have begun and that their traditional privileges and rights might indeed again be assertable. From 1919 to 1926 they try to assert these ... and fail. The coalowners and the bourgeoisie won the General Strike formally; the miners were forced to go back to work on the owners' conditions and other employers were able to sack their militants and the 1927 Trades Union Act was passed, which Baldwin had prevented even being introduced in the House as a Private Members Bill in 1924 and 1925, and had prevented backbenchers from passing in one day through Parliament during the General Strike (Parliament can indeed act quickly if the situation outside it requires it) in order to make the working class knuckle under. The Act, for which the bourgeoisie had held out such hopes, was never implemented! (The Government had to observe form in requiring the Civil Service unions to disaffiliate from the TUC. The Act's provisions requiring contracting in and not contracting out did not reduce the Labour Party's coffers at all. In about four years the trade unions were contributing as much to the Party as if they had been still contracting out. The other provisions of the Act which were never used were similar to the Industrial Relations Act. The Act was repealed by the 1945 Labour Government.) 

THE GENERAL STRIKE - REDUNDANCY OF THE BOURGEOISIE

In 1926 the bourgeoisie had to abandon their hopes borne out of the coalowners' victory in 1919. The General Strike taught the bourgeoisie that the working class could run society perfectly well without them! The ruling class were unanimous in saying that the General Strike was unconstitutional and that the working class was acting without any authority from law or order. Similarly, the TUC had withdrawn its members from the vital public services. This made the situation one where if society were to continue to tick over, i.e. if production, distribution and exchange were to continue, it would be because (1) the working class organised these essential public services for society; or (2) because the bourgeoisie organised them. There was no longer any agreed agency running them for the benefit of society (The first line which the TUC withdrew included transport of all kinds, newspapers and dockers). 

The bourgeoisie had begun to prepare for the General Strike in 1925 (when the fact that it would occur was obvious to both classes and the Government) by organising itself into voluntary groups to maintain these essential services and thus stability and order (The Organisation for the Maintenance of Supplies, OMS, was begun as a result of a letter to The Times from a retired Brigadier). The Government, realising that it could not prevent such organisation by the bourgeoisie (it had no power to do so) did the next best thing by attempting to informally influence and thus control it. The OMS formally offered its services to the Government which the Government formally accepted. The bourgeoisie used their trump card - their knowledge of what had to be done and how things should be organised - to divide Britain into regions, and the Government created a chain of command in those regions extending downwards to ensure that civilised life and production could continue.

In the event, the much vaunted OMS (called by the CPGB 'fascist'!) and the Government organisation were forced into redundancy by the working class. Not only did the working class prove capable of administering and organising the essential services that permit life to be civilised - they refused to let the bourgeoisie strikebreak (see Emile Burns: Trades Councils in Action). 

The TUC, unlike the Government, had not been prepared to anticipate what its rank and file would do in a General Strike. The Trades Councils provided the central organisation in each town and village and took decisions about how the Strike should be run. The working class (not the General Council) decided that the bourgeoisie would not be allowed to scab, and by the end of the 10 days, the forces of law and order and the bourgeoisie had come to terms with the Trade Councils: food convoys sent by the bourgeoisie got permission to embark and thus were able to enter their destination by showing a trade union permit. There was no Red Terror because the working class were concerned only to show that there could be a General Strike without a breakdown of society.

While it is true that Churchill entered into the spirit of the General Strike as a most enthusiastic member of the bourgeoisie, it is also true that the Government and civil servants were well aware of the need to subdue him and he was given menial tasks to perform well out of the way. It is also true that when the bourgeoisie's mood had changed to conciliation in Summer 1926, Baldwin put Churchill in charge of the negotiations with the MFGB while Baldwin went on holiday. Churchill again got carried away with the spirit of the moment and succeeded in agreeing a settlement with the MFGB which he confidently and airily promised them would be enforced over and above the coalowners' opposition by Parliamentary coercion if necessary. Baldwin came back just in time and the MFGB pulled back; otherwise history might very probably [have - PB] been treated to Winston Churchill changing parties once again to the Labour Party, or at least leading a revolt of Tory young Turks like Macmillan (see Thomas Jones, Whitehall Diaries, Vol.2).    

During the General Strike, the Government did the only thing possible if there was to be a continuation of the "British Constitution" - it waited. It did not use the troops, it did not use the OMS to impose an order and regulation on society's [sic. behalf?- PB] at the Government's behest; it did not insist on its prerogative to administer when the working class withdrew its consent. It did not try to establish a state machine; it prevented those members of the bourgeoisie who had the inclination from doing so by keeping them firmly under Government control. 

The Government let the working class get on with the business of running society while continuing to remind the class that there would have to be a return to normality sometime: stability and order in the old way would have to be reasserted sooner or later ... in the absence of the working class's will to change them. The point at issue was not whether there would be physical violence from the working class or not, it was rather whether the working class could administer society. Therefore the troops' function was to prove that "the forces of law and order" were necessary for society to keep on ticking over (thus the military use of the troops was not in question).

The working class won the point at issue. "Peaceful picketing" amounted to active sabotage of the troops and OMS's efforts to run trains, trams and food distribution. The de facto arrangements which the "forces of law and order" had to conclude with the Trades Councils showed that the troops had been sent into battle ... and lost.

HOW THE STRIKE ENDED

But because the working class had not continued the fight in 1919 on the formal political battle of which class would administer society, its victory in substance in 1926 could not have any formal political effect. The Government had no choice: it had to wait for the old stability and order to be reasserted. It is this situation of the two classes that explains the end of the General Strike.

The position of the coal industry meant that the Strike could not end with the miners gaining their demands (If the money had been there, it is certain that the Government would have tried to settle the dispute by applying the coercion of public opinion. Indeed, the progressive owners like Mond were attempting to do just this right up to the very end. Every time Mond had a confidential chat with a Cabinet Minister about what to do, the employers organisation would find out, and haul him back into line.).

The working class forced the TUC to declare the General Strike because it believed that the miners' trade union demands could be won by trade union means, i.e. that the owners had the resources and only needed the pressure of the organised working class to compel them to concede.

The working class also took seriously the bourgeoisie's challenge that a General Strike would constitute a threat to society, that it was not "peaceful picketing" within the law, but lawbreaking. Burns records the reaction of workers at every meeting up and down the country during the ten days being "this strike is against the Tory Government". The working class set about showing the bourgeoisie that it was possible to conduct a General Strike which was intended to enforce the working class's power to halt society while continuing to have society function "as normal". The class had recognised that it would have to use its full active force to win the strike for the miners.

When the TUC called off the General Strike after ten days without the miners demands being won, the working class could not understand the decision, because it seemed as if the working class was winning. And what is more the second line of defense (engineers, shipbuilders, textile workers) were only just about to be called out to give further substance to "peaceful picketing". There was no question of a will to permanently displace the Government or employers in the working class. It was simply that the class had decided to fight for its just demands and did not understand why it should give up when it was winning.

The reason the TUC leaders called off the strike was the same as why they had done all they could to avoid beginning it - not that they did not subjectively as members of the working class want the miners to win - but because they were not equipped by the political consciousness of the working class or by their mandate from the class to help the miners win, to continue to run the country indefinitely. And that was precisely the Government's main line of defense.

After four or five days' confusion about whether to uphold the General Council's decision (i.e. whether to continue an unofficial General Strike), the working class went back and the TUC gained a formal face-saver at a Special Congress called to decide whether the miners had been betrayed. 

It remains to say a word about the political leaders of the working class. The Labour Party tried to pretend that the General Strike was not happening, i.e. they supported the miners but did not defend the working class in Parliament against the attacks on the unconstitutionality of the strike: they refused to lead the working class and took their place at the tail of the TUC. It was left to the local actions of the working class to prove that attack wrong in practice. The CPGB took up a position as the most consistent militants from the very beginning (Red Friday, May 1925). They acted as the most conscious members of the working class within the limits of the already existing class consciousness. Their only contribution to the political 'advance' of the class was the slogan "All Power to the General Council". Nowhere did they explain the significance of the constitutional argument or the action of the working class to the class except in terms which were identical to the General Council (support of the miners) or the reaction of the class itself (making sure there were no blacklegs).

The 'left' historians' view of working class heroism in the General Strike is undoubtedly correct, except that the working class were not heroic because their spirit had decisively and suddenly altered. They acted heroically because the development of the class struggle from 1919 had determined that a General Strike would have to take place, while the political consciousness of the working class determined that it could indeed run society. The "spirit" had been there all the time; but it needed the vicissitudes of the economic struggle to determine a situation in which the working class would use its ability to be the dominant force in society.

NO LOSS OF SPIRIT

After the General Strike the working class accepted that the material conditions of production had changed and that they could not gain concessions from employers (i.e. that the employers were not withholding them because of private greed). Up to World War II, there were few strikes because the working class could see no point to striking. This was not a loss of spirit, but common sense. However, the real wage level of those employed members of the class did not fall. The employers did not attempt to arbitrarily reduce the level of subsistence. They accepted that level already gained in the economic struggle and did not attempt a retrial of strength on the issue. They did not use the 1927 Act nor did they try judge-made law against the Trade Unions. The bourgeoisie as a class had learned to take account of the working class as a conscious class equipped with political weapons. 

The demand that the unemployed should also not experience a reduction in their level of subsistence had been put forward by the working class since the 1890s. In the interwar period it was a central issue in the class struggle. That demand was not met because no one knew how to meet it. Keynes's solution was not only common knowledge to the ruling class by the mid 20s, it was a public issue in the 1929 General Election campaign for which Keynes wrote the "Yellow Book" for Lloyd George. Oswald Mosley's break with the Labour Party came when the Labour Cabinet refused to take Keynes's solution seriously as an alternative to present economic policies.

There is no doubt that a Keynesian solution (essentially deficit financing by Government) in the interwar period would have caused much unrest amongst traditionalists in the Treasury, the Bank of England and the City. But it is equally true that this unrest could have been quelled with pressure from the working class. Lloyd George had used the "Yellow Book" to try and resuscitate the Liberals, knowing that they must win the working class and that the working class demands required Keynesianism.

The Labour Party's reaction to Keynesianism was incomprehension. The Free Trade principles which the Labour leaders had learned from the Liberal Party proved an insurmountable obstacle to common sense; and the party insisted in seeing the issues as Free Trade vs. Protection. The Left*s response was typified in George Lansbury when he told the 1930 Conference that he was too old a socialist to believe that capitalism could cure unemployment (from 1929-31 Mosley made this a main question for the Labour Party). No member of the Labour Party, including Ramsay MacDonald and Ernest Bevin, could challenge Philip Snowden's highly orthodox liberalism which assumed capitalism as a natural law only replaceable by a moral apocalypse.

The Labour Party was forced to develop its plans for socialism into an electoral programme which it could put to the working class and defend on the hustings. It changed from being merely a representative of the trade unions' interest in Parliament to a political party capable of governing. It was a change determined by the increasing working class support for the Labour Party and its ideas, and the use by the British bourgeoisie of its own weapons, i.e. giving Labour a chance to prove what it was capable of.

[...]

In 1924 the Labour Party took office as the governing party. The second General Election in twelve months had made the Labour Party the second largest party in Parliament while the Tories were the largest, but short of an absolute majority (Tories, 258; Liberals, 158; Labour 191). The two bourgeois parties' decision not to govern meant that they took the Labour Party seriously and expected it to continue as a serious political force. The inescapable logic of this conclusion was that the Labour Party must learn how to govern.

"Party Government in England is the least promising of all methods yet adopted for a reasonable management of human affairs. In form it is a disguised civil war, and a civil war which can never end, because the strength of the antagonists is periodically recruited at the enchanted fountain of a general election. [...] No nation could endure such a system if it was uncontrolled by modifying influences. The rule [...] has been to suspend the antagonism in matters of Imperial moment, and to abstain from factious resistance when resistance cannot be effectual in the transaction of ordinary business. [...] That both sides still take their turn at the helm is essential if the system is to continue [...] The art of administration can be learnt only by practice; young Tories as well as young Whigs must have their chance of acquiring their lessons [...] Thus the functions of an Opposition chief are at once delicate and difficult [...] As a member of a short-lived administration once bluntly expressed to me, 'you must blood the noses of your hounds', but you must not for a party advantage embarrass a Government to the general injury of the Empire." (Froude, pp.l53-4) 

If the working class were strong enough to wield political power in their own right (as the Labour Party's growing support showed the two bourgeois parties) then the Labour Party must gain the knowledge of how to use the political forms. This knowledge could only be acquired through experience of governing in a country which has no abstract law or order of things. The only other choice open to the two bourgeois parties was to alter the Parliamentary form of government so as to prevent the Labour Party from governing when it had the clear strength gained by election to do so. That the 2 bourgeois parties did not destroy Parliamentary democracy, but rather chose to accept Labour's power as a fact well before they were forced to by an absolute Labour majority, shows that they took Parliamentarism very seriously indeed and were reckoning on having to accept Labour Government as a normal course of events.

WHY SOCIALISM COULD ONY BE IMPOSED BY EXTRA-PARLIAMENTARY FORCE

The challenge which the ruling class had thrown down to the working class was that the working class's political party should prove its ability to carry out its programme. This ability clearly involves the use of force. The fact that the 1924 Labour Government was a minority government was not necessarily an insurmountable obstacle. In 1831 the Whig Government had found that the Reform Bill would not be passed through Parliament. The moment this became clear, they dissolved Parliament telling the country that they had been forced to dissolve because the Bill, which represented the wishes of the people, was being obstructed. The General Election, held with an unreformed electorate, produced a spectacular turnabout in Parliament. A vast Whig majority was elected for "The Bill, the whole Bill and nothing but the Bill". Organised political and physical pressure by the working class throughout the election campaign and at the actual vote by the unreformed electors ensured that the people's wishes were upheld.

An unwilling Parliament was forced to pass the Ten Hours Act of l847, the 1832 Reform Bill, the l867 Reform Act, the l87l, l875 and 1906 TU Acts because of organised political pressure from the working class, from without. The ability to enact change through Parliament has always depended on the organisation of conscious political pressure outside Parliament, conscious because it is pressure that is applied with immense tactical skill and has great determination and discipline in the working class. It is not. blind, unthinking revolt or reaction to events, but disciplined force used for the attainment of a definite political end. The Labour Party's ability to enact its socialist programme depended on the party's relation to the working class. It would have to set into motion the organised force of the class for definite socialist measures (not vague rhetoric); nothing more and nothing less would move Parliament.

It would only be possible for the Labour Party to call on the active, conscious and disciplined force of the working class if it had explained to the working class the necessity for socialist measures. The Labour Party had been elected as a Party which stood for socialism as a principle; it would now be necessary to take that principle seriously. All previous changes enacted by Parliament had involved the curtailment of the political power of a section of the bourgeoisie which no longer had the economic power to sustain its political importance. They had involved the change in "the people's will", in the consciousness of the classes. The Labour Party would have to translate its principles into the working class's consciousness.

The working class and its leaders had learned to use the political forms of Parliament well enough, i.e. they had understood that law depended on the use of organised force. The Ten Hours Act, passed against the resistance of the bourgeoisie, shows this as do the TU Acts. But, this understanding had not extended to the experience of governing or embarking on changes in the relations of production. It had been developed for occasional grievances or demands which the working class saw as its just interests within a consciousness determined by bourgeois democratic politics.

The socialists of the 1890s-1914 had been telling the working class that there were no obstacles capable of stopping the working class in its assertion of socialism, that the socialistic principle was right and ought to be acknowledged by the nation. They had spoken with the first flush of enthusiasm of a class just becoming conscious of its own power. They had not understood and therefore not explained to the working class that a whole epoch of struggle was necessary to bring to fruition the socialistic principle. They had not explained that it was a struggle between the capitalist mode of production and the communist mode of production which constituted the reality of socialism. The ILP (and at this time the ILP meant literally every conscious member of the Labour Party and the Trade Unions) believed that it was the force of ideas which would establish socialism. Once a Labour Government was elected, it was a simple process of getting the bills through Parliament.

The 1924 Labour Government took a conscious decision not to enact socialist measures. The Parliamentary Labour Party saw the obstacles of the political forms (minority government, the necessity for another General Election the moment a socialist measure was introduced) as being insurmountable and therefore did not attempt the "feat" (see G.D.H. Cole's History of the Labour Party. Cole sets out very clearly the choices open to this Government and states that the Party was well aware of these choices). 

The obstacles in the political forms can be surmounted only when (l) there is organised, conscious political pressure from without Parliament, and (2) within Parliament, the proposers of change can sustain their measure through full-scale Parliamentary battle. It is important to understand the utility of such battle, i.e. debate and discussion. It forces the proposers to make a case for change, to prove why the change is just, right and possible. The opponents may not be convinced; but because the MPs take this struggle seriously, i.e. not just a rubber stamp or talking shop, it ensures that the change must be thoroughly understood by its proposers and not just approved on principle or for party loyalty. It is a real and sustained attack by the Opposition which the proposers must be capable of repulsing on the merits of their case. Tory opposition is on the basis "there is no necessity for change" and "change is not practical". These arguments must be answered.

THE LIMITATIONS OF WHAT COULD BE DONE IN 1945

The 1929 Labour Government also did not enact socialist measures. The 1945 Labour Government, which took office with a clear majority of 150, used its majority to enact those socialist measures which had been accepted by the working class in the l890s-19l4 in principle. It enacted them without the need for a struggle either in or outside Parliament because the bourgeoisie had long ago come to terms with the inevitability of these measures. After all they had had some fifty years to do so. These measures could have been forced through Parliament by the working class at any time during these fifty years; and it was a case of the working class's political leaders waiting until they could no longer avoid enacting them, waiting until the political forms no longer put any obstacles in their way. However, the 1945 Labour Government did no more than this. The Fabian analysis which had provided the basis for these measures was taken no further, i.e. the changes in capitalist relations of production since the l890s-l9l4 were not analysed and therefore it was impossible to work out the way forward for the working class in asserting force in these changed relations of production. To be able to replace capitalism with socialism, the working class must be able to replace the forms of the relations of production which the bourgeoisie must constantly revolutionise in order to survive. The Labour Party programme today remains the same programme of concrete demands as 19l8. This assumes that capitalism has stood still. The "left" has been unable to argue that the Labour Party's programme should be any different in concrete measures, only that it is not "truly socialist". The "left" has not analysed the reality staring it in the face to be able to do any more than take a stand in principle.

The Labour Party in power in 1945-51 and again in 1964-1970 did not betray their principles because they quite simply never set out to put them into practice. Labour MPs basked in their position as the majority party within Parliament by settling old scores, by Tory-bashing, and upholding socialist principles by singing the Red Flag in the Commons. These MPs did not understand that it was possible, indeed necessary, to do anything else for socialism. Therefore, when socialism did not emerge from Labour Governments there was (l) cynicism and (2) disillusion. The ILP spent most of the interwar period until its demise as a political force in the mid-30s trying to fight this disillusion, this loss of will, by trying to figure out how to enact a full socialist programme in one Parliamentary session, believing the "pragmatists" that if Labour ever did enact a socialist programme it would be bound to lose the next General Election. Therefore if only one could be enacted in one session, the working class would somehow defend it against the next Tory Government. 

A third feeling also set in: reaction, blaming the "failure of the Labour Government" on the power of the bourgeoisie and the obstruction of the ruling class. The Fabian element in the Labour Party was responsible for many bureaucratic measures for "regulating the market" and "planning". Because the Fabians did not recognise class struggle and the use of force as a necessary element of change, these measures remained masterful bureaucratic schemes and can be said to constitute the evidence, if any indeed exists, for the development of a state machine in Britain. The total inefficacy of these schemes makes this evidence very flimsy.

The working class's reaction to Labour Governments which have stood for socialist principles and not enacted them is determined by the working class's experience of a parliamentary form which enacts only when the need for enactment has been shown by conscious debate and the use of conscious force. The Fabians' bureaucratic schemes have not been taken up and developed by the force of the working class because that class was never told it had anything to do with these "socialist schemes". The working class has not acted on those schemes as the law of the land because the working class has not been treated as a conscious force making the law of the land (as it indeed has been since 1867).

THE FATE OF TWO SOCIALIST MEASURES - NATIONALISATION AND PRICES AND INCOMES POLICY

Two examples of "socialist schemes" should be cited here. The first is the nationalist [sic. - PB. Presumably 'nationalised'] industries. The working class in 1946 saw the nationalisation of the mines and railways as being the expropriation of the bourgeoisie. In this they were correct; that this was expropriation had been explained by socialists in 1890-1914. The class did not see that there was another process to be undertaken after legal expropriation. That was the making managers redundant and also of replacing the market as the means by which society called the products of those nationalised industries into use. Consequently, nothing further happened. 

Thus, when the Conservative Government in the early 60s appointed a Parliamentary Committee to examine precisely what nationalised industries were, the committee did nothing but register the actual situation when it reported that they were industries like any other (run on a profit and loss basis for a market and with managers, just happening to be publicly owned for the public good). Second is the Labour Government's attempts to implement regulation of wages (begun in 1945). This has been rejected by the working class every time it is tried because the Labour Government gives the class no other reason than it is the loyal support of their own party by the working class. It has not explained why regulation of wages was necessary in an economy where production was regulated to the extent of ensuring full employment, i.e. why the advance in the relations of production of capitalism made it necessary and how the working class could force this capitalist regulation into socialist regulation. (To be able to explain how necessarily involves facing the reality before our eyes, analysing it and then being able to know what to do. Otherwise how remains at the purely abstract level of "capitalism is capitalism". It means being able to see that there is a way for the working class to wield its power.) 

The working class has refused to accept a wages freeze because it means a change in the economic struggle and the class has not been told how it can defend its interests when that economic struggle has become more advanced, more conscious. Its refusal is a conservative one because it has not seen the necessity for change. Barbara Castle was the only member of the Labour Party who showed in practice that she understood this need to explain what was happening to the working class. She was following political instincts without reflecting that the result of those British parliamentary instincts would be great flux and debate and discussion within the working class. She was pulled up short by trade union conservatism and then instinctively stood up for her ideas, was not frightened into retreat and set about doing battle with TU leaders and the working class. The result has been her meteoric fall from popularity in the Parliamentary Labour Party and shelving to the backbenches. Her mistake was taking the working class seriously as a politically conscious class whose objections had to be answered with reason. Though her attack on the present collective bargaining in the economic struggle was Fabian, it was at least an attack and as such could hold out the prospect of some development of consciousness.

As a politically conscious class, the working class has understood the need for its own political party, independent of the political expressions of the bourgeoisie. The disillusion which has set in amongst the most conscious members of the working class who believed that socialism was possible and that a socialist political party was a precondition for that has not resulted in anything more than a loss of heart. There has not been a retreat into religion; rather the socialism in which this section of the working class believed has become an ideal to be upheld in rhetoric and not something that can be done by the working class. 

At present the only function of the Labour Party is to defend the interests of the Trade Unions in Parliament. That is the only use the working class can see in the Labour Party now because its other purpose, that of enacting socialism, has never been taken seriously by the party. Thus, the fact that the Labour Party is sometimes the governing party is purely accidental as far as the working class is concerned. It is purely accidental because the working class has learned from its historical experience that bourgeois parties and Parliament will bend to the working class's will exerted consciously (with a definite object) and with force. The only reason for Labour winning an election is on the wave of a defensive demand of the working class (which has arisen out of the trade unions) or, when the bourgeoisie have not acted against the working class's interest, blind and obedient and loyal party feeling. 

Now, the demands of British parliamentarism mean that this state of affairs is highly demoralising for the Labour MPs and the Labour Party. Because Parliament is not just a talking shop, the Labour MPs have suffered a great loss of dignity and sense of purpose because they have nothing to say! Thus the task of defending the working class has become a "holy war" for these MPs with nothing else to do. It is easy to see that in this situation the bourgeoisie are literally forced to advance capitalism because the "progressive" force in Parliament, the political representatives of the working class, will not begin enacting socialism. The working class still believes in socialism in principle, the inability of the Labour right wing to change the Labour programme to remove socialism as a principle and the continuing existence of a strong Labour "left" reflect this fact. What is lacking is the understanding of what socialism requires in the working class. Once the working class understands that socialism is achieved only when as a class the proletariat force change in society, then its leaders will have to use the political forms to produce that change or give way to other leaders who will.

In bringing this understanding to the working class, there will undoubtedly be discussion and debate. The British working class is a conscious class and for too long the conservative elements in its consciousness have gone unchallenged. To change, it must be given reasons for change; it cannot be coerced into change by "left" manoeuvring or accusations of selling out to the bourgeoisie. It does not believe it has sold its birthright simply because it is piously told so in righteous tones. The conservative elements in the working class's consciousness will resist change as much as the bourgeoisie. And in the present situation where the bourgeoisie are determined in their political behaviour by having only the weapons of practicality and "stability and order" to defend themselves, the conservative elements in the working class's consciousness are a more real obstacle to the dictatorship of the proletariat than the bourgeoisie.

Discussion and debate within the working class is unlikely to produce a political reaction under bourgeois leadership (the old ploy of the "left" when "awkward questions" are raised is that the questioners are attempting to divide the unity hard won of the working class). The need for class solidarity and the distrust of the bourgeoisie are not things which I would expect the working class to unlearn. The bourgeoisie will certainly present an obstacle. But it will be an obstacle which coincides with their place in society, as the organisers of production and the regulators of production. It is an obstacle which the working class will only overcome by a development of its own ability to do these things - not by an increase in its class solidarity, wariness of the bourgeoisie or ability to defend itself.
�  Friedrich Albert Sorge (1826-1906). German Socialist who played an important role in establishing the First International in the USA


�  Paul Lafargue (1841-1911), Karl Marx's son in law, played an important role in the development of Socialism in France and Spain.


� We have of course seen the restoration of liberal natural law economics in more recent years. And liberalism restored as the only possible political ideology, common to all three major political parties.


�  Laura Lafargue (1845-1911), Karl Marx’s second daughter, wife of Paul Lafargue.
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