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ANARCHISM AND SYNDICALISM

Until the outbreak of the First World War the Confederation Gen-
eral du Travail (CGT) was a revolutionary anarcho-syndicalist union fed-
eration. Thereafter, the CGT was taken over by reformists and became an
ordinary conservative trade union. So goes the accepted viewpoint. Murray
Bookchin makes a statement which is a classic in this regard. “Under Leon
Jouhaux, the syndicalist CGT became bureaucratized, and, apart from the
revolutionary rhetoric, a fairly conventional trade union.’

For Daniel Guerin, the anarchist aspect of the CGT ended in 1914 .
Sima Lieberman states that “The minimum program it published in De-
cember 1918 was reformist in nature”.®> For Nicholas Papayanis, the CGT
“had became democratic and integrated into the capitalist state” and that
only “Russian Bolshevism challenged French syndicalism to become au-
thentically revolutionary.” Val Lorwin felt the demise of revolutionary
syndicalism began even earlier, for “the revolutionary current was reced-
ing by 1910.”°

Almost seventy five years have passed since the supposed “right-
tumn” of the CGT and therefore we are far enough removed in time to
- examine this claim in a more objective light. A first step in this examina-
tion requires a brief review of the history of anarcho-syndicalism before
the break between “revolutionaries” and “moderates”.

Anarchism had reached an impass by the 1890°s. The “Propaganda
of the Deed” era had proven a disaster, for the atfentats had only created
intense state oppression and the undying myth of the anarchist as bomb
throwing terrorist. Some militants suggested that libertarians should amal-
gamate with the labor movement. Little was new in this approach, which
was more of a return to anarchism’s Proudhonist roots, but the idea helped
give birth to the CGT in 1895.°

Anarcho-syndicalism’s chief theoretician was a young journalist,
Femand Pelloutier, who developed the basic 1deology of the movement.
Pelloutier made a clear break with the glorification of violence infecting
anarchism and objected to barricades style revolution in the belief that
military technology had made it obsolete.” The general strike was the
modem way to make a revolution, a method both peaceful and legal. -
Legal in a sense that a workers’ ability to labour is his property and he has
the right to dispose of it as he sees fit - including withdrawing it.® Pelloutier
broke with naive anarchism that sees all states as exactly the same, and
while stating that “no essential difference” existed among states, believed
a republic provided greater opportunities for workers than other types of -
regimes.® He also inspired the development of the Bourse de Travail, a
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kind of workers central which encouraged self-education and mutualism.
Self-management of the work-place was the desired goal. All of these were
typically Proudhonist sentiments. But the “Father of Anarchism” wasn’t
the only influence. In keeping with Blanquist and Bakuninist conceptions,
which were also part of the workers’ movement, the syndicalist revolution
was to be an act of will by the proletariat. No attempt was made to theo-
retically understand the economy and apply this knowledge to the union
movement.!® This lack of theory caused problems and gave rise to de-
mands for change.

SYNDICALISM IN CRISIS

The CGT had an inspiring first decade as the movement spread
through France. Its ideas and tactics became influential throughout the
industrializing world giving us “sabotage” and the word “syndicalism” as
a synonym for revolutionary or anarchist trade unionism. The IWW, the
Spanish, Argentine and Italian syndicalist movements all owe something
to the CGT. But after this enthusiastic start, the federation began to go into
deep crisis.

One major problem was workers did not flock to the union. In 1909
there were 8 million workers in France of whom only 300,000 were in the
CGT. Only eveven percent were unionized and not even half of those were
in anarcho-syndicalist unions.!! Rather than improving, this situation be-
came worse, for in 1914 the CGT may have had as few as 6000 mem-
bers.’> CGT members were not particularity militant - the most violent
strikes of the era occurred in social democratic unions.'> The union’s weak-
ness can in part be attributed to the fact that France did not have a large
industrial proletariat - 72% of French workers were employed in shops of
less than 20 people in 1906 and 20% of the population still labored at
home. '

Other factors dampened revolutionary ardour. Conflict existed be-
tween foreign and native French workers who were far from having the
internationalist sentiments of their leaders. These prejudices and disputes
were a limiting factor on the development of revolutionary attitudes.'”
Syndicalists also deceived themselves as to the weakness of capital, the
state and feelings of nationalism.'®

The workers desires were moderate and few members of
syndicalist organizations wanted what their leaders
wanted and revolutionary syndicalist organizations did
not touch the majority of organized French workers in
any significant way.!”

The weakness of the CGT was exposed by the failure of its actions.
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The federation struck on 1 May 1906 for the eight hour day. The strike
failed and of the 202,000 strikers only 10,000 achieved any reduction in
hours.'® After the breaking of the Draveil building workers strike in 1908,
“the CGT was in disarray.”’® “The notion and immanence of general strike
couldn’t be forever maintained...”?® This feebleness was further exposed
when muilitary service was extended from two to three years. Due to the
lack of support the union was unable to launch a general strike.?! Pierre
Monatte, later to lead the revolutionary opposition to the “reformist” CGT,
wrote in 1913 that the unions must

...accept that the revolution involved more than the tak-

ing of the Champs Elysees by storm and therefore needed

a serious effort at recruitment and organization...the .

syndicats were tired and weak...*

The revolutionary syndicalist, Hubert Lagardelle in 1912 declared
that the state and employers had proven much stronger than the syndicats
and this weakness provoked disputes within the union.> At first, these
disputes involved the social democrats who wished to tum the federation
into a normal bread and butter union. They attempted to take over the
CGT in 1909 but the revolutionaries were able to “elect one of their own,
Leon Jouhaux”, as head of the federation.?* Jouhaux was soon to have his
own 1deas, but much of this new thinking was to be grounded in research
done by the metal workers leader, Alphonse Merrheim.

Merrheim broke with the philosophical idealism of the CGT and
began to analyse the steel industry. Prior to his work, there had been no
attempt to study the capitalist economy.?> He realized the future of capi-
talism lay with large factories and for anarcho-syndicalism this meant in-
dustrial untionism. (Most syndicalist unions were craft unions at this time)
Merrheim and the other “industrial unionists” were attacked as
“centralizers” by some of the hard-line craft union anarchists. No matter
what his opponants claimed, he did not abandon anarcho-syndicalism, for

when arguing against the social democrats in support of Jouhaux, he stated
that workers,

did not want rights built on top of capitalism or the state,
rather, they wanted a new right created by the workers
own force... for the transformation of society. This was
the classic revolutionary syndicalist attitude, which
Merrheim, no matter what his practice, never aban-
doned.*°
The new syndicalism evolving at this time took into account the
real, not the assumed attitudes of the working class, and while “worker
pragmatism was not new, the big change was that the leaders now recog-
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nized it clearly”.?” Thus, prior to 1914, the CGT was forced to confront
hyper-radicalism and develop a syndicalism suited the actual, not the im-
agined social conditions. These new attitudes were to lay the groundwork
for the post-war CGT. “Moderation” was therefore not some sudden act of
“treachery” but was the result of an evolution within the movement - a
logical continuation of the process that caused syndicalism to be bom out
of the failure of anarchism’s Propaganda of the Deed era.

It is also debatable just how revolutionary the CGT was at any time
in the union’s existence. At least one labor historian is challenging the
view that French syndicalist leaders were ever violent impractical revolu-
tionaries. Barbara Mitchell, in The Practical Revolutionaries shows how
most descriptions of anarcho-syndicalism have been tainted by a hostile
marxist bias and that both leaders and membership were generally prag-
matic. The “revolution now” types were few in number and dismissed by
the vast majority as fanatics, appealling only to isolated intellectuals like
Georges Sorel. If this is the case, then more continuity existed between the
“radical” pre-war CGT and its “moderate” post-war form than either the
~ conflicting parties or historians have ever suspected.

The development of the “new syndicalism” was stopped dead by the
First World War. Merrheim was anti-war, but Jouhaux, like most French
labour leaders, was not. He was overwhelmed by the war frenzy which
swept the population,

for the almost unanimous decision to support the war
effort...resulted in part from the accurate realization that
the ordinary worker expected such a policy.*°

Jouhaux’s radical opponents were to point a finger at him for his
uninspiring conduct. At the beginning of the war he had succumbed to
chauvinistic rhetoric. But then so had Kropotkin, the fire-brand Emile
Pouget and the ultra-revolutionary Gustave Herve But the pro-war CGT
leaders regretted their collapse in face of war hysteria. They became a

force for moderation in the post-war era by combatting the vengeful de-
mands of Clemenceau.2

SCHISM IN THE CGT

With the Armistice came new challenges which ultimately caused
the split within the CGT. The first of these was the impact of the Russian
revolution. Many of the anti-war minornty, with the notable exception of
Alphonse Merrheim, lauded the Bolsheviks. For a great number of mili-
tants an i1dealized Bolshevism replaced revolutionary anarcho-syndicalist
ideology. A fierce debate ensued between pro and anti-Bolshewvik factions.
The horrors of the Russian Revolution, the intolerance toward other work-
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ers’ organizations, the violent and bloody civil war, and the preponderance
of intellectuals in the leadership of the Communist Party proved to the
anti-Bolsheviks that such a revolution was not for France, or as Jouhaux
succinctly commented, “ Another country, other methods” 3 Merrheim was
also suspicious and wamed that the economy should be run by the workers
and not a minority.*! For Pierre Monatte, leader of the pro-Bolshevik “revo-
lutionary” faction, “...one sole question dominates the others - the Russian
Revolution!”*? Merrheim retorted, “Don’t compare our country with Rus-
sia... look at our situation as it 1s” .
Jouhaux rejected the Leninist concept of revolution and declared
...you are chasing after a political revolution. What s
important for the working class is the economic revolu-
tion... Revolution is not a catastrophic act, it is also a
long preparation, the long undermining of bourgeois
society.

Merrheim concurred - “a real revolution is not a political revolu-
tion... an authentic revolution is an economic revolution”.”> He would later
add that a real revolution was |

...impossible by violence alone because it is the social
milieu that must be transformed, the economic life that
must be insured. It is in a word, to put the hand on the
instrument of production.®

The revolutionaries insisted the CGT join the Third Intemational.
Alfred Rosmer, Pierre Monatte and Raymond Pericat were members of
the Comitépour l'adhesion a la 3iée Internationale. Merrheim opposed
this move, since the Bolshevik conditions for adhesion, “the 21 conditions
violated the fundamental spint of revolutionary syndicalism”, and he reaf-
firmed adhearing to the Charter of Amiens and its anti- political stance.”’

The revolutionaries accused the “moderates™ of revisionism. But
how “orthodox” were these super-radicals? After falling in love with Bol-
shevism, Rosmer and Monatte agreed in the necessity of a vanguard party.*®
The Russian example also showed them that the state could not be abol-
1shed and the workers needed a “provisional dictatorship of the proletariat
and the institition of our own red army”.*” If these positions are not a
complete revision of anarchism, what are?

The split within the union saw the majority expelling the revolution-
ary minority. The dissidents formed a new union with the somewhat ironic
name CGT (Unified). At first, the CGTU had more anarchist members
than Leninists, but the latter co-opted many erstwhile libertarians. Acting
as a disciplined body, they were able to out-manoeuver the revolutionary -
anarchists and captured the CGTU for Moscow. This takeover became
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