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iNTl:úODUCT\Ol\l\-/

The pamphlet produced here in English was apparently first
published in Dutch in "Radencommunismus" (No. 3, I958) the journal
of the Council-Communist Group of Holland, and subsequently trans-
lated into French and published in Internationalisme (No. 45, I952
Revised and completed and with a resume of the Principles ( see
second part starting on page BI) which were written for the Bordè
iguist journal "Bilan" (Nos. I9-21, I955) and then published by
"Informations Correspondence Ouvrieres" (No. 42, I965), from which
it has been translated. It was first published in English by
Coptic Press in I968, i .

It falls into two parts:- (a) a critical analysis of council-
communism in Germany between I9I8 and I929, when it disappeared
temporarily from the historical scene, and (b) the "Principles"
which were produced in I950 in a study on the "Fundamental
Principles of Communist Production and Distribution" which was
drawn up by the Dutch CouncilðCommunist Group.

The first part is a useful introduction to British miltant and
revolutionary workers - and students ð of a very important period
of German working class history which has its parrallel in this
country. Very little information is readily available in English
on the period I9I8 to I920 on the activities and ideas of the
council communist movement in Germany and even less on its history
prior to I918 before it acquired its known "theoreticians", -

For working class history always pre-dates the theories of the
"theoreticians" who usually come from outside the working class
and interpret what has already been historically set in motion.
The ideas and forms of organisation which the working class set
up in the long course of their struggle with the capitalist class
do not, as so many "intellectuals" seem to think, appear spontan-
eously without thought. Action and thought - thought and action ð
are intimately bound together.

The ideas about objectives and forms of organisation of
workers councils originated with the working class itself. The
basic ideas are not new. They have existed since the very begin-
ning of the emergence of the working clss,

In so far as the British working class is concerned, the idea
that workersó councils are both the means whereby a new system of
society could be brought into existence and when it does exist
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becomes the dominant means of organisation for the administration of
the new society can be found in the activities of the Grand National
Consolidated Trades Union which existed in Britain at the begiining
of the I9th Century.

' The impression has been created in some academic and political
circles that the concept of Workersó Councils (or Soviets) had its
sole Qpigin in the Russian revolution of I905 and that subsequently
the idea was exclusively developed only in Russia, Germany and Italy,
in the period I9I7-I921è This is probably due to the fact that these
events have been written about very exhaustively by prominent inter-
national revolutionaries such as Lenin,'Trotsky, Luxemburg, Gramsci,
Monatte and Pelloutier, etc. Indeed, in the early programmatic
documents of the Third International (Comintern) and later
in the programme of the RILU (Profintern), the decisive role of the
Soviets is dealt with in great detail. But it should be remembered
that in the I905 Russian Revolution, Lenin and the Bolshevik wing of
the Russian Social Democratic Party had a first a very ambivalent
attitude to a working class institution which had emerged without
their theoretical prognostication. The initiative in the I905
Russian Revolution is now known to have been first taken by the
very close knit Russian print workers unions and it started init-
ially as a print workers strike over bonus payments for setting
typeè

Lenin, always very flexible where tactics are concerned, was
particularly concerned since it appeared that the Soviets might
prove to be a "rival" institution to his conception of the revol-
utionary party, He had to recognise the facts of the Russian exper-
ience and shortly afterwards was writing enthusiastically about the
revolutionary initiative of the working masses and had incorporated
the idea of the Soviets in the Bolshevik programme. It can be said,
as a matter of historical record, that the Mensheviks who had, at
this time, a greater influence in the working class movement, very
quickly participated in the Soviets through their worker-delegate
members on the Soviets set up. Trotsky, although not a member of
any elected factory delegation, made his political name by his
presence at, and subsequent chairmanship of, this Soviet. With
the subsequent deification of Lenin under the influence of Stalin,
Lenin was accorded with forethought on the subject of the Soviets
and the Workersó Council concept was attributed to him.

It is a matter of some interest to British workers that the
concept of workersó councils reappeared in the great upsurge of
"new unionism", as it is called, around I389, following the great
Dock Workersó strike, which led to the organisation of masses of
unskilled and semi-skilled workers in transport, engineering and
which also led to the formation of entirely new general workersó
unions of which the Transport Workersó Federation, the gas workers
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in the General and Municipal Workers and the National Society of
Operative Printers and many others, It arose firstly in connection
with the development of a shop stewards form of organisation, since
it became necessary in many work places to combine together both
craft unions and general workers unions. Since the most prominent
trade unionists involved in helping the unskilled and semi-skilled
workers in the general workers unions were also members of the
Social Democratic Federation, the Socialist League or the Independ-
ent Labour Party, it was a matter of intensive debate among the 9
workers organised in unions as to how a new society could be organised.

The idea of industrial unions began to be discussed, which
would combine in one union both craft and unskilled workers: not
without considerable opposition at first from the old craft unions.
Within this milieu of discussion around union organisation onpa
shop floor basis, the advanced workers - those with a socialist
understanding - opened a debate on the possibility of using the
development towards industrial unions as the institution through
which the working class could bring about a change in the system
of society from capitalism to socialism through the industrial
unions organise the economic life of the new society, Some went
even further and advocated that the industrial unions should
organise the whole life of society after the working class had
won both political and economic power from the capitalist class.

rSubsequently, with the turn of the present century, these
ideas were strengthened by the activities of the Socialist Labour
Party inside the British trades union movement, through the exten-
sive circulation of the ideas of Daniel De Leon. Rank and File,
members of the British Socialist Labour Party played an extremely
important role in expounding not only De Leon's ideasi
of industrial unionism as a means of conducting the economic
struggle against the capitalist class but also the concept that
the industrial union could become the type of institution which
could organise the economic life of society under socialism.

As a matter of interest, it should be recalled, that following
the Russian October Revolution in I9I7, American trade unionists
and socialists in Russia drew Lenin's attention to the theoretical
and practical work of Daniel De Leon and he readily accepted the
contribution made by De Leon, independently of what had been
developed in Russia.

In passing, it may be of interest to draw attention to the
existence within the British printing industry of the "chapel"
form of shop floor organisation, which has existed for so long
that its origins can be traced back to the Grand National Con-
solidated Trades Union at the beginning of the I9th century. 5
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The "Federated House Chapel" organisation, which is a permanent  
feature of the printing industry in this country, with its "Fathers
of Chapels" meeting at regular intervals to discuss common problems
- roughly analogous to a combine shop stewards committee in engin-
eering and other industries - has assumed significance. In print
workersó circles whenever the question of workers' ownership and
control, of workers' councils is raised, print workers generally
assume that if and when "factory councils" are elected when the
working class is ready to take over the means of production from
the boss class, the Federated House Chapels will be the instrument
and institution through which this will be done, and the link-up
with other printing establishments and with other industrial units
will be made. Politically conscious printworkers are never slow
to point out that the printworkers who sparked off the Russian I905
Revolution had a similar form of organisation to that of their |
British counterparts.

That the factory floor organisation, as part of the trades
union movement, first appeared in Britain is not due to any part-
icular special quality of the British working class movement but
merely that it was the first coherent trade union movement to come
into existence, since the capitalist class - as a result of the
development of industrialisation - was the first fully fledged
capitalist class.  

Since socialism or communism is not a "national" question but
of world significance, the development of capitalism in other
countries also brought forth the organisation of the working class
in one form or another, first in Europe and later in the New World.
As a consequence the question of a new society based on production
for use, and not for profit, and how it was to be achieved, and
once achieved, how it was to be administered, has engagedñthe. c
attention of the most advanced sections of the working class,
In particular, the ideas developed in France, Germany, Italy, '
Holland and other countries on the continent of Europe, in add-
ition to ideas developed in the United States, have all contrib-
uted to a cross-fertilisation of ideas from one country to another.
Nor should we leave out of account the actions and ideas developed
by the relatively small working class in Russia and Poland in more
backward industrialised conditions which, since I905, have become
known by the Russian term "soviets".  

These ideas are, however, not set out for all time but are
themselves in process of motion, continuously expanding and devel-
oping. óThus the historic and heroic action of the French in the
Commune of I871 has contributed to our understanding of how the
working class can overcome the many obstacles on the path to work-
ing class power and the eventual establishment of a world class- l
less society. g

(iv)
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