
Introduction

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, amidst an extraordinary 
international upsurge in strike action, the ideas of revolutionary syndicalism 
connected with, and helped to produce, mass workers’ movements in a number of 
different countries across the world. An increasing number of syndicalist unions, 
committed to destroying capitalism through revolutionary trade union struggle, 
were to emerge as either existing unions were won over to syndicalist principles or 
new alternative revolutionary unions and organisations were formed by dissidents 
who broke away from their mainstream reformist adversaries. This international 
movement experienced its greatest vitality in the period immediately preceding and 
following the First World War, from about 1910 until the early 1920s (although the 
movement in Spain crested later). 

Amongst the largest and most famous unions influenced by syndicalist ideas 
and practice were the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) in France, the 
Confederación Nacional de Trabajo (CNT) in Spain and the Unione Sindacale Italiana 
(USI) in Italy. In France (as well as Spain during the early 1930s) syndicalism became, 
for a period of time at least, the majority tendency inside the trade union movement, 
as it did in Ireland with the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union (ITGWU). 
Elsewhere, syndicalism became the rallying point for a significant minority of union 
activists, as in America with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) or ‘Wobblies’ 
as colloquially they became known. In Britain, where syndicalism was represented 
within the pre-war Industrial Syndicalist Education League (ISEL) as well as (in a 
more diffuse form) the leadership of the wartime engineering Shop Stewards’ and 
Workers’ Committee Movement, they continued to operate inside the existing unions 
but encouraged unofficial rank-and-file reform movements. Within these various 
syndicalist-influenced bodies and movements a number of prominent industrial 
militants achieved national and sometimes international reputation. These included 
Fernand Pelloutier, Victor Griffuelhes, and Emile Pouget in France; Armando Borghi 
and Alceste DeAmbris in Italy; Angel Pestaña and Salvador Segui in Spain; ‘Big Bill’ 
Haywood, Vincent St. John and Elizabeth Gurly Flynn in America; Jim Larkin and 
James Connolly in Ireland; and Tom Mann and J.T. Murphy in Britain. Other notable 
syndicalist unions and movements existed elsewhere in Europe, Scandinavia, and 
Latin America, as well as in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Russia. 

The emergence of revolutionary syndicalism in the years leading up to and 
immediately after the First World War was only one, albeit conspicuous, dimension 
of a wider workers’ radicalism inside the international labour movement. It 
reflected growing levels of discontent with the failure of social democratic parties 
and mainstream trade unions to deliver real improvements in social and political 
conditions, with new groups of activists (including militant trade unionists, left-wing 
socialists, revolutionary Marxists as well as syndicalists), organising along different 
lines to those of the established labour movement leaders.
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To those who were attracted to the syndicalist project, parliamentary democracy 
and working for reforms through the state were rejected as dead ends. Instead of 
the statist conception of socialism introduced from above, syndicalists insisted that 
society’s revolutionary transformation necessarily had to come from below, to be the 
work of the majority, the product of workers’ own self-activity and self-organisation 
at the point of production. This active, voluntarist conception of revolutionary 
strategy and the subjective character of self-emancipation was underlined by the 
way in which the opening words of the Provisional Rules of the First International, 
originally penned by Marx in 1866 – ‘the emancipation of the working classes must 
be conquered by the working classes themselves’� – were rediscovered to become 
the syndicalists’ watchword. 

Hostility to the conservatism, bureaucracy and corruption of the socialist party 
and trade union bureaucracies, encouraged an emphasis on the collective ‘direct 
action’ of workers on the economic terrain – with the subordination of all political 
action to the industrial struggle and the complete independence of syndicalist bodies 
from all political parties. It followed that the traditional function of reformist trade  
unionism – struggling to improve wages and working conditions within capitalism 
through collective bargaining with employers – was regarded as inadequate. Instead, 
syndicalists campaigned in favour of reconstructed and class-based trade unions that 
would become militant organisations dedicated to the destruction of capitalism and 
the state. They believed the road to the liberation of the working class lay through 
an intensification of the industrial struggle (involving boycotts, sabotage, strikes and 
solidarity action) eventually culminating in a revolutionary general strike that would 
lead to the overthrow of the capitalist system and its replacement by workers’ control 
of industry and society. Unions would have a double function – as an organ of struggle 
against the employers on the frontline of the class struggle under the capitalist system and 
as an organ of economic and industrial administration after its overthrow. Even though 
individual syndicalist movements adopted varying strategies and organisational forms 
in different countries they everywhere incorporated ‘a vision of the revolutionary power 
and creative efficacy of self-reliant workers, an insistence on their right to collective 
self-management, and a faith in their capacity to administer their own affairs’.� 

Of course the syndicalists were not the only ones advocating a distinct 
revolutionary approach at the time. Between 1870 and 1914 social democracy in the 
form of parliamentary reformist socialist parties attached to the Second International 
had emerged as a significant force in Europe and America, but other more radical 
varieties of socialism had a longer ideological pedigree. These included Blanquism 
(with its ideas of insurrection by a select and secret group) and Anarchism (with its 
libertarian viewpoint), the latter of which was to be influential in varying degrees 
within the syndicalist movement. But even though initially relatively marginalised 
on the left, it was to be revolutionary Marxism, amidst the upsurge in militant 
working class activity of the time, which was to make one of the most important 
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contributions. For example, Rosa Luxemburg’s rebuttal of the ‘revisionist’ thesis of 
‘evolutionary socialism’, advocated by the German Social Democratic Party leader 
Eduard Bernstein, and her theory of the ‘Mass Strike’ developed in 1905, not only 
took account of the conservatism of the party and union bureaucracies and their 
readiness to hold back working class insurgency, but also celebrated the spontaneity 
and revolutionary potential of workers’ economic and political struggles. Similarly 
Trotsky’s theory of ‘permanent revolution’ and Lenin’s notion of the vanguard 
party were to lay the basis for an alternative that placed workers’ self-activity at 
the centre of revolutionary Marxist politics. And Gramsci’s sophisticated analysis 
of the experience of the factory council movement in Italy, viewed as the model 
for a future proletarian state, also contributed to the debate about revolutionary 
communist alternatives.

It is true that compared with revolutionary Marxism the syndicalist tradition’s 
influence on the socialist movement in the early 1900s was profound. As Eric 
Hobsbawm has commented:

… in 1905–1914, the Marxist left had in most countries been on the fringes of the 
revolutionary movement, the main body of Marxists had been identified with a de 
facto non-revolutionary social democracy, while the bulk of the revolutionary left was  
anarcho-syndicalist, or at least much closer to the ideas and the mood of  
anarcho-syndicalism than to that of classical Marxism …�

Yet such alternative Marxist politics inevitably acquired a radical new significance 
and influence internationally after the experience of the October 1917 Russian 
Revolution. Indeed, the heyday of syndicalism was maintained for only a brief 
period of 20 or so years. Its existence as a powerful and influential current inside the 
international trade union movement effectively came to an end with the ebb of the 
revolutionary workers’ struggles that had shaken many countries in the immediate 
aftermath of the First World War, which was followed by employers’ and state 
directed counter-mobilisation and repression. But it was the seizure of state power 
by Russian workers under the leadership of the Bolshevik Party, and the subsequent 
formation of the Communist International (Comintern) and its trade union arm the Red 
International of Labour Unions (RILU), which was to prove a decisive ideological 
and political challenge to the revolutionary syndicalist movement. Afterwards, 
although it remained a residual force in Europe until World War Two, syndicalism 
only survived as a pale shadow of its former self, being displaced partly by a 
rejuvenated social democracy (which succeeded in containing workers’ discontent 
within established channels) and partly by the new revolutionary Communist parties 
that were subsequently established and which were to rapidly supersede syndicalist 
organisations in most countries. There was only one important exception: a mass 
following was retained by anarcho-syndicalism in Spain during the Civil War of 
1936–1939. As Joseph White has commented (with reference to Britain but relevant 
more broadly), it is difficult to think of any other distinct tendency inside the labour 
movement during the twentieth century ‘whose historical “moment” was as short as 
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syndicalism’s and whose working assumptions were so completely displaced and 
subsumed by events and fresh doctrines’.�

But even if revolutionary syndicalism was short-lived and ultimately unsuccessful 
in achieving its overall aims – particularly when compared to the architects of the 
Russian revolution – it nonetheless made a significant contribution to the explosive 
wave of working class struggle that swept many countries during the early twentieth 
century. It expressed workers’ rising level of organisation, confidence and political 
consciousness. It came to represent an influential set of policy prescriptions and 
strategies for labour at a time when all politics was in flux and such matters as 
the nature of political authority and accountability were open to wide-ranging 
debate.� Emmett O’Connor has suggested that in the ‘lacuna between pioneering 
Marxism and the triumph of Leninist realism in 1917’ the syndicalist challenge 
that was mounted to jaded orthodoxies was both distinctive and far-reaching.� 
Certainly in its uncompromising critique of capitalism, syndicalism raised central 
questions about the supposed neutrality of the state and the extent to which the social 
democratic policy of nationalisation without workers’ control could change society; 
and in its celebration of workers’ militant direct action it challenged the existing 
industrial and political order as well as the authority structures of the mainstream 
labour movement. Even though syndicalist-inspired voices were not the only one 
raising doubts about the drift of labour politics at the time, nor were the syndicalists 
the only revolutionary current, they nonetheless made a powerful and distinctive 
ideological and political contribution to a variety of debates about how society could 
be fundamentally transformed. 

Defining ‘Syndicalism’

There is often a great deal of misunderstanding about the meaning of the term 
‘syndicalism’ – a term which is related to its French origins, with Syndicat ouvrier 
meaning a (usually local) trade union and Le Syndicalisme literally meaning labour 
unionism in general. To begin with, it should be noted that whilst in the English 
language ‘syndicalism’ is often used as shorthand to describe the syndicalist 
movement, the French CGT actually described their movement as syndicalisme 
revolutionnaire. This means there is the possibility of some confusion arising when 
‘syndicalism’ is used to refer to practices that are more reformist in character – that is 
practices that concentrate on militant, sectional and non-political union activity but 
with no specifically revolutionary intent. Paradoxically, despite formal revolutionary 
declarations by the CGT during the first decade of the century, a minority of union 
members (organised in some of the larger unions and federations) were undoubtedly 
reformist in outlook. Moreover, after 1910 the union leadership as a whole moved 
a considerable way towards accommodating to capitalist society, tempering their 
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previous ideas with a considerable amount of reformist activity and collaboration 
with the war effort, although there remained a sizeable revolutionary wing inside 
the �����������������������������������������������������������������������������        Confédération����������������������������������������������������������������        . Nonetheless, despite such internal tensions and variations in 
emphasis over time within specific movements (in France as in other countries), 
the term ‘syndicalism’ will generally be used in this book to refer to movements, 
organisations and/or or minority groups that were committed to revolutionary 
objectives, unless specifically qualified otherwise.� 

On this basis it is possible to define syndicalism in its broadest sense to simply 
mean: ‘revolutionary trade unionism’. Such a definition would, of course, not embrace 
all unions that have in the past been committed to revolutionary politics, given this 
would also be true at times of communist and other left-wing dominated unions. 
But what it does underline is the equal importance of revolution and unionism – the 
fact that the essence of syndicalism was revolutionary action by unions aimed at 
establishing a society based upon unions.� As we have seen this conception differed 
from both socialist and communist counterparts in viewing the decisive agency of 
the revolutionary transformation of society to be unions, as opposed to political 
parties or the state and of a collectivised worker-managed socio-economic order to 
be run by unions, as opposed to political parties or the state. 

Perhaps more problematic is the fact that ‘syndicalism’ is necessarily only a 
very broad term for a number of related but rather different revolutionary union 
movements that flourished in a variety of forms across the world. Larry Peterson 
has argued the use of this term has the danger of blurring the distinctions between 
the movements according to a single exclusive model, when in fact syndicalism 
was merely one of several factions within a more general movement in favour of 
revolutionary industrial unionism.� Certainly it is important to bear in mind different 
movements were sometimes known by varying terms in their respective countries, 
including: ‘revolutionary syndicalism’ (France and Britain), ‘industrial unionism’ 
(America), ‘anarcho-syndicalism’ (Spain and Italy), and ‘Larkinism’ (Ireland). And 
although an international phenomenon that grew out of similar economic, social and 
political conditions, syndicalism undoubtedly manifested itself concretely in direct 
relation to national conditions and traditions, with each country producing its own 
specific version or versions of the movement which were far from uniform. 

Nonetheless, arguably the colloquial description of such different movements 
as ‘syndicalist’ is both useful and justified because it draws attention to basic 
fundamental similarities between them, despite some strategic, tactical and 
organisational differences and variety of labels they used to describe themselves. For 
example, few of the leaders of the IWW in America called themselves ‘syndicalists’; 
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most, in fact, preferred the term ‘industrial unionist’. Joseph Conlin has attacked 
those historians who persist in using the term – as ‘A Name that Leads to Confusion’ 
– on the basis that the IWW diverged in important aspects of strategic orientation 
and organisational form from those in Europe (and America) who consciously 
adopted the term for themselves.10 But as Melvyn Dubofsky has persuasively 
argued, an examination of the language used in newspapers, pamphlets, books and 
speeches of the IWW, reveals ideas, concepts and theories (although not all tactics) 
that are almost indistinguishable from those espoused by European union militants 
who described themselves as syndicalists.11 Indeed, the IWW paper Solidarity 
frequently headed its reports of news of the French syndicalist movement with the 
statement: ‘Le Syndicalisme in France is Industrialism in America. Its principles 
are substantially those of the IWW in America’.12 And in the words of the American 
socialist theoretician Robert Rives LaMonte, writing in 1913: ‘In spite of superficial 
differences this living spirit of revolutionary purpose unifies French and British 
Syndicalism and American industrial unionism. To forget or even make light of this 
underlying identity can but substitute muddle-headed confusion for clear thinking’.13 
Similar arguments apply to the Irish ‘syndicalism’ of the ITGWU (or at least the 
orientation to a greater or lesser degree of many of its national leaders).14 In other 
words the specific strategic approach and organisational forms adopted by individual 
syndicalist movements and the terms which they used to describe themselves, or 
have subsequently had pinned on them, are of less importance than the essential 
underlying nature of the movements that they had in common. 

We should also note that any one of the supposedly more nationally-specific 
terms are themselves problematic given the changes in leadership that tended to 
occur over time within individual movements. For example, although the term 
‘anarcho-syndicalist’ is often used to describe the Spanish CNT, in reality a ‘pure 
syndicalist’ period under the leadership of Salavador Sequĺ extended from the 
foundation of the CNT’s parent organisation Solidaridad Obrera in 1907 to its 1919 
national congress; it was only then that the anarcho-syndicalists finally, but briefly, 
took over. After the CNT’s banning in 1924, the union leadership then fell into the 
hands of more moderate syndicalists; it was with the formation of their own internal 
minority grouping in 1927 that the anarchists were to eventually come back to the 
fore with the advent of the Second Republic and the subsequent Civil War. In other 
words, any attempt to substitute the broad term ‘syndicalism’ with a more defined 
term, by no means necessarily clarifies our understanding (outside of context) and 
can, in fact, sometimes be misleading. 
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Finally, the use of the broad generic term can also be justified on the basis that 
syndicalism needs to be understood not only in terms of ideological doctrine, but as 
a mode of action, a practical social movement engaged in working class struggle. 
Frederick Ridley has suggested it was: ‘the sum of ideas expressed by the movement 
and the sum of its activities; the outlook shared by members and the form their action 
took’.15 Marcel van der Linden’s inclination is to regard the ideological criteria of 
syndicalism as the least important compared with what the movement did in practice 
at both the organisational and shopfloor levels.16  From this perspective it is justifiable 
to view not only the movement of the CGT in France as revolutionary syndicalist, but 
also the generally more anarchist-influenced CNT in Spain, the industrial unionist-
influenced IWW in the United States and the ‘Larkinite’ ITGWU in Ireland. 

However, whilst the broad term ‘syndicalism’ will be used in this book to refer to 
all these different movements, there will also be an attempt to remain sensitive to the 
considerable variations that existed between (and within) individual movements at 
any one time, so as not to diminish their distinctive features and trajectories. Similar 
considerations apply in relation to its more diffuse expression outside of formal 
organisational boundaries, notably within the leadership of the wartime British shop 
stewards’ movement where most of the attributes of the pre-war syndicalist tradition 
were carried over and displayed.

Rethinking Syndicalism

Whilst there is a good deal of general literature available on revolutionary syndicalist 
movements, it suffers from some crucial limitations. First, virtually all of it is 
confined to single country explorations, which although immensely informative 
in their own right tend to overstate distinctiveness, make little attempt to draw 
comparisons with the experience of other countries and tend to obscure the general 
international nature of the syndicalist movement and the similar factors that gave 
rise to its origin, development, dynamics and trajectory. Although there have been 
one or two recent attempts to begin to rectify this deficiency,17 they have been 
very explorative and leave many questions unanswered or even not discussed. Yet 
arguably, an international perspective is needed, not only because this allows us to 
compare and contrast, but also because there were a number of shared themes and 
common impulses between the syndicalist movements in different countries.

Second, there still remains a surprising amount of confusion in the way syndicalist 
movements are assessed in individual countries, involving a number of unresolved 
debates, controversies and conflicting interpretations offered by different historians on 
central questions such as: What specific objective and subjective conditions gave rise 
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to syndicalist movements? Did the residual strength of syndicalism lie with artisans, 
agricultural workers, casual labourers and other groups of economically marginalised, 
often unskilled and unorganised workers? Or was it able to sink genuine roots amongst 
the rapidly expanding industrial proletariat? Is it the case that, compared with the 
relative emphasis placed on industrial unionism in America and Britain, syndicalists 
elsewhere generally regarded unionism as synonymous with organisation on craft 
lines? To what degree did they reject central leadership in favour of decentralisation and 
local autonomy? How much influence did syndicalism have? Was it a ‘cause without 
rebels’, essentially a failure either as an instructor or stimulant to labour militancy, 
marginalised on the fringes of the movement except for episodic periods? Or (even 
if syndicalist activists were relatively few in number) did there exist a far broader 
‘proto-syndicalist mentality’ inside the working class movement arising from the mass 
strikes and anti-parliamentary ferment of the period? Was the rejection of Bolshevism 
by syndicalist bodies as a whole a reflection of the antagonistic and irreconcilable gulf 
between the two traditions? Or was there a new synthesis of politics and economics 
between syndicalism and communism that grew out of both the successes and the 
failures of the revolutionary workers’ struggles of the period?

In the light of the above considerations, this book attempts to add to our 
understanding by offering a distinctive comparative historiography of the dynamics 
and trajectory of the syndicalist movement on an international scale. It does so by 
providing a rigorous and critical analysis of the existing literature, foregrounding 
hitherto neglected aspects of the subject, deploying new archival findings, revealing 
fresh insights, and offering a substantively original interpretation and assessment. In 
particular, there is an attempt (in the second half of the book) to make the first ever 
systematic examination of the relationship between syndicalism and communism, 
focusing on the ideological and political conversion to communism undertaken 
by some of the syndicalist movements’ leading figures across the world. The 
book explores the response of syndicalist movements to the Russian Revolution, 
Communist International and Red International of Labour Unions, and to the explicit 
attempt made by the Bolsheviks to woo syndicalists into the new revolutionary 
communist parties that were established. It explores the limitations in syndicalist 
strategy and tactics that contributed to the transition to communism and the degree of 
synthesis between the two traditions within the new communist parties that emerged. 
The overall strengths, as well as notable weaknesses, of the alternative Bolshevik 
and communist tradition are also assessed. 

In the process there is a thorough review of a number of crucial dilemmas that were 
confronted by the syndicalist (and communist) tradition(s), including questions such 
as: Could the trade unions be turned into instruments of revolutionary struggle? Or 
did their in-built pressures towards reformism ultimately undermine such potential? 
How far would their conservative impulses carry the leaders of the social democratic 
parties and trade unions towards accommodation with the existing order? Would 
they merely blur the contradictions between capital and labour, or actually change 
sides? Should revolutionaries organise entirely separately from the reformist bodies, 
whether in newly founded militant unions or specifically revolutionary parties? What 
kind of leadership role within the working class movement should be provided by 
the ‘militant minority’? What was the relationship between industrial agitation and 
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socialist politics? Could the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism be achieved by a 
general strike, or did it require an insurrection?

The book explores such questions by examining the different conceptions 
of capitalism, revolution, and socialism held by the syndicalist and communist 
traditions, and the way in which an entire theoretical and organisational heritage 
was remade on the road from syndicalism to communism. There is a focus on the 
relationship (and tensions) between trade unionism and capitalism, militancy and 
accommodation, rank-and-file members and the union bureaucracy, economics and 
politics, industrial struggle and political organisation, spontaneity and leadership, 
centralisation and decentralisation and party and class. In examining such issues, 
questions and themes, the book attempts to provide an overall re-conceptualisation 
and re-theorisation of the nature of anti-capitalist and revolutionary unionism. In this 
sense it offers not only a contribution to labour history, but also a contribution to the 
sociology and politics of trade unionism with contemporary relevance.

It needs to be stated from the outset that the analysis and assessment of syndicalism 
that is provided derives from a revolutionary Marxist approach (within the tradition 
of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Trotsky, Luxemburg, Gramsci, and the early congresses of 
the Communist International). Such a theoretical and analytical framework inevitably 
means it is sympathetic to the revolutionary aspirations and militant activities of 
the syndicalists. But it also necessarily means a critical scrutiny of their policies 
and actions. Naturally the readers of the book are not obliged to share the political 
assumptions underpinning the study, although they do have the right to demand that 
it should not simply be the defence of a political position, but rather an internally 
well-grounded portrayal of the actual underlying social processes of the syndicalist 
movement. It will be up to the reader to judge how far this criterion has been met.

The study focuses attention on syndicalist movements in six different countries - 
namely, France (CGT), Spain (CNT), Italy (USI), America (IWW), Britain (ISEL and 
SS&WCM) and Ireland (ITGWU). These particular geographical locations have been 
chosen for the contrast between less and more advanced contexts of industrial and 
political development, the relatively large size or evident influence of their respective 
syndicalist movements, and for some examples of where syndicalist unions and 
organisations were decisive in developing and sustaining the impetus of the movement 
internationally. In addition, such a choice of countries has enabled consideration of a 
variety of syndicalist organisational forms (including unions, union confederations 
and propaganda organisations, as well as syndicalist-influenced leadership within 
broader movements) and strategic approaches (including the construction of separate 
revolutionary unions or operating within existing reformist-led bodies). Finally, it has 
also allowed a synchronic comparison between movements which had their origins, 
developed, reached their high point and subsequently declined during a roughly similar 
period at the beginning of the twentieth century (albeit with considerable variation in 
the exact timing of such individual phases). The exception to this is Spain, with the 
role of the CNT also explored in the later Civil War period.18 
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1918 revolution. See H.M. Bock, ‘Anarchosyndicalism in the German Labour Movement:  
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There is no attempt to narrate detailed chronological histories of each of these 
respective movements; many such accounts can be found elsewhere. Instead, there 
is an international comparative analysis of the essential dynamics of the movements, 
concentrating attention on their philosophy, origins, organisational features, influence 
and demise. Given such a wide-ranging perspective, the study has inevitably 
primarily drawn from the extensive range of existing secondary literature, including 
single-country studies on individual syndicalist organisations and the broader labour 
movements in which they flourished, as well as (where available) comparative 
overviews on some of the countries concerned. But in addition to providing a 
synthesis of other historians’ work from such a wide range of sources, and often 
engaging in a critical engagement with the perspectives that have previously been 
presented, the study is also based on archival research. This includes the writings 
of syndicalists (and other contemporary commentators) contained in numerous 
newspapers, pamphlets and books, as well as other material, such as congress 
declarations and proceedings. In both cases a good deal of foreign language material 
has been translated into English.

Methodology

There are a number of methodological assumptions on which such a wide-ranging 
study has been pivoted. First, it attempts to be sensitive to the fact that syndicalist 
trade unions, like all trade unions generally, were contested organisations that 
had conflicting views about underlying purpose, appropriate forms of action and 
desirable patterns of internal relations. Second, such organisations are not viewed 
as fixed entities but, on the contrary, fluid in character, dynamic by nature and, 
therefore, complex and (sometimes contradictory) in practice. Third, whilst focused 
principally on the dynamics of syndicalist movements (their organisation, leadership, 
ideas and activity), there is an attempt to provide (within the inevitable limits of any 
comparative project) contextualisation in terms of the broader national working class 
movements and struggles from which they arose and developed. Fourth, there is some 
consideration of the strategies of those actors who were the principal antagonists 
of syndicalism – notably employers, the state, and reformist labour bodies. Fifth, 
(following from what has already been indicated above) there is an overarching effort 
to examine the interplay between structure and agency: to integrate the objective 
context (the overall material social, economic and political environmental and the 
historical contingencies that shaped and contained what could be achieved) with the 
subjective experience of the syndicalist movements themselves (their constructive 
engagement as actors in the processes of collective mobilisation and strategic choices 
that were involved). Although such aspirations for a ‘total history’ may seem like an 
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Syndicalism, pp. 59–79 and D.H. Muller, ‘Syndicalism and Localism in the German Trade 
Union Movement’, in W.J. Mommsen and H-G. Husung, The Development of Trade Unionism 
in Great Britain and Germany, 1880–1914 (London, 1985), pp. 239–49.
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impossibly tall order, this study makes every effort to take such multidimensional 
factors into account so far as this is feasible.19 

It has long been pointed out that many general histories of trade union and 
labour organisations have tended to concentrate attention purely on intellectual and 
ideological debates, the lives of the great political ‘leaders’, or on ‘institutional’ 
developments which appear to be mechanically motivated and controlled by 
ideology and central-policy making administration.20 As a result, the lives and work 
experience of those who actually formed the rank-and-file membership of such 
bodies are effectively ignored, with members only appearing as ‘aggregate numbers’ 
attesting to the significance or insignificance of an institution or the effectiveness 
of a strike.21 This study attempts, in so far as it is possible, to avoid such pitfalls. In 
particular it devotes some attention to the role of activist leadership in mobilising 
support for syndicalism and to the problematic relationship that sometimes existed 
between national leaders and sections of the rank-and-file membership. However, 
the sheer breadth of coverage involved in such an international comparative project, 
as well as the paucity of empirical evidence available, has necessarily precluded any 
detailed attention to the lives, organisation or activities of the ordinary men and (to 
a much lesser extent) women supporters of syndicalism on the ground (although it 
draws, where possible, on existing work).

The comparative dimension of this study also has its dilemmas.22 As Jûrgen 
Kocka has explained, because comparison of two objects of study can only be done 
effectively when specific aspects are compared, rather than each object as a whole, 
comparative history is even more influenced by the researcher’s standpoint – that 
is dependent on theory, abstraction, generalisation and selection – than is historical 
research in general.23 But this easily conflicts with the demand for contextualisation, 
something which historians on the whole prefer to avoid. As a consequence, most 
comparisons tend to deal with two or at most three cases. Yet even then there is the 
danger that far from broadening our understanding, national comparisons may simply 
serve to reinforce well-worn stereotypes, not least because of the artificial image 
that ‘national aggregates’ can suggest with the potential distortion of local realities 
(for example, in countries like Spain and Italy where conditions can vary greatly in 
different geographical regions of the country).24 In addition, as James Cronin has 
argued, there is the danger of applying overarching theories about developments, 

19	A . Callinicos, ‘Marxism and the Crisis in Social History’, in J. Rees (ed.), Essays on 
Historical Materialism (London, 1998), pp. 36–7.

20	D . Geary, European Labour Politics from 1910 to the Depression (London, 1991),  
pp. 4–5.

21	 J.R. Conlin (ed.), ‘Introduction’, in At the Point of Production: The Local History of 
the IWW (Westport, Connecticut, 1981), pp. 5–6.

22	 For one significant contribution to the attributes and dilemmas of comparative, cross-
national labour history see M. van der Linden, Transnational Labour History: Explorations 
(Aldershot, 2003).

23	 J. Kocka, ‘Comparative Historical Research: German Examples’, International 
Review of Social History, 38: 3 (1993), pp. 369–79.

24	 J.A. Davies, ‘Socialism and the Working Classes in Italy Before 1914’, in D. Geary 
(ed.), Labour and Socialist Movements in Europe Before 1914 (Oxford, 1989), p. 219.
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assuming a common set of social and economic processes interacting to produce 
broadly similar outcomes across countries. 25 Such universalising assumptions can 
sometimes neglect entirely certain aspects of the diverse trajectories of national 
labour movements. But arguably, despite all these formidable dilemmas, the task of 
cross-national comparison is all the more necessary if we are to attempt to understand 
the full dimensions and significance of syndicalism as an international phenomenon. 
All a researcher can do is to recognise the difficulties and dangers involved and 
attempt to navigate around them as best as possible. 

On the one hand the assumption that syndicalist movements in all the countries 
surveyed were moulded by the impact of capitalist restructuring combined with the 
inadequacies of existing reformist labour movement organisations forms the basis 
for the selected conceptual framework, and the attempt to highlight the similarities 
and general patterns of social protest. On the other hand, the book also looks at 
the unique national features and variations into which the common base was 
transformed in relation to the trajectories of the syndicalist movements in different 
countries. In other words, both concerns – international similarities and national 
differences (as well as internal divisions within individual countries) – are regarded 
as complimentary. 

Finally the question arises, given that syndicalism was a world-wide phenomenon 
with movements as far apart as South America, Scandinavia and Australia, how far 
is it possible to generalise from the distinctive experiences of the six syndicalist 
movements that are featured in this study? Obviously there are important specificities 
that it would be mistaken to ignore, notably in terms of various material and 
ideological contextual factors, which inevitably qualify any general picture on such 
a broader geographical canvas. Nonetheless, arguably this does not preclude a level 
of analytical generalisation being made about the general contours of syndicalist 
movements beyond this study. In this respect perhaps the six different movements 
examined here can serve as an exemplar of some important common dilemmas that 
were confronted by movements everywhere. In this respect, the overall themes are 
likely to be of much wider relevance, even if specific national conditions need to be 
constantly borne in mind.26

25	 J. Cronin, ‘Neither Exceptional nor Peculiar: Towards the Comparative Study of 
Labor in Advanced Society’, International Review of Social History, 38:1 (1993), pp. 59–75.

26	 By way of example of such common themes in countries not covered in this study, see 
E. Olssen, The Red Feds: Revolutionary Industrial Unionism and the New Zealand Federation 
of Labour 1908–1913 (Auckland, 1988), V. Burgmann, Revolutionary Industrial Unionism: 
The Industrial Workers of the World in Australia (Cambridge, 1995), and L. van der Walt, 
‘“The Industrial Union is the Embryo of the Socialist Commonwealth”, The International 
Socialist League and Revolutionary Syndicalism in South Africa, 1915–1919’, Comparative 
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, 15: 1 (1999), pp. 5–30. See also van der 
Linden and Thorpe, Revolutionary Syndicalism for syndicalist movements in the Netherlands, 
Sweden, Portugal, Argentina, Mexico and Canada.
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Book Structure

Part One examines the dynamics of the different syndicalist movements, notably, its 
philosophy of action; the distinctive economic, social and political context in which 
such movements emerged; their social composition and organisational structure; the 
extent to which this form of trade union-based anti-capitalist revolt was influential 
and the reasons for its subsequent demise. Part Two examines the transition from 
syndicalism to communism made by some of the movement’s most prominent figures. 
It does so in thematic fashion, exploring five specific, although interrelated, areas of 
tension between the two movements: namely, trade unionism under capitalism; the 
problem of the trade union bureaucracy; the relationship between economics and 
politics; the state and revolution; and the role of leadership and the revolutionary 
party. The final chapter explores the Syndicalist-Communist fusion within the new 
Communist parties of the early 1920s.




