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Introduction 

The so-called ‘Labour Unrest’ – or what more accurately should be termed 
‘Labour Revolt’ – that swept Britain in the years leading up to the outbreak of 
the First World War between 1910 and 1914 was one of the most sustained, 
dramatic and violent explosions of industrial militancy and social conflict 
the country has ever experienced. After some 20 years of relative quiescence 
in strike activity, there was a sudden and unanticipated eruption that spread 
rapidly on a scale well in excess of the ‘New Unionism’ upsurge of 1889–91. 
By the time Robert Tressell’s celebrated classic novel of working-class life and 
politics, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists, had been published in 1914, 
three years after the author’s death, its representation of the apparent weakness 
and ‘apathy’ of exploited workers had been superseded by the actuality of an 
explosion of self-confidence, organisation and militancy by a working class 
that had ‘thrust itself into the centre of Britain’s social and political life’.1 

The strike wave involved a number of large-scale disputes in strategi-
cally important sections of the economy. A protracted strike in the South 
Wales coalfields in 1910–11 was followed in the summer of 1911 by national 
seamen’s, dockers’ and railway workers’ strikes, as well as a Liverpool general 
transport strike. There were national miners’ and London transport workers’ 
strikes in 1912, a series of Midlands metal workers’ strikes and Dublin trans-
port workers’ lockout in 1913, and a London building workers’ lockout in 
1914. A significant minority of the industrial workforce were involved in 
4,600 other strikes for higher wages, better working conditions and trade 
union organisation. Women workers played an active and prominent role 
within a number of strikes; and what the Fabian couple Sidney and Beatrice 
Webb described as the ‘spirit of revolt in the Labour world’2 even spread to 
school students’ strikes in September 1911. 

It was not only the scale and diverse range, but also the character of strike 
action that seemed extraordinary. It was a revolt dominated by unskilled 
and semi-skilled workers, encompassing both members of established and 
recognised trade unions, and also workers hitherto unorganised and/or 
unrecognised who became engaged in a fight to build collective organisation 
and for union recognition against the hostility of many employers. Action 

1. Cronin (1979: 1).
2. Webb and Webb (1920: 528).
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largely took place independently and unofficially of national trade union 
leaderships whose unresponsiveness to workers’ discontents, endeavours to 
channel grievances through established channels of collective bargaining and 
conciliation machinery, and advocacy of compromise and moderation was 
often rejected by workers in favour of militant organisation and strike action 
from below. Alarmed by the way in which the initiative often came unof-
ficially from rank-and-file union members, or non-unionised workers, the 
Webbs referred to ‘insurrectionary strikes’ that were:

… designed, we might almost say, to supersede collective bargaining – to 
repudiate any making of long-term agreements, to spring demand after 
demand upon employers, to compel every workman to join the Union, 
avowedly with the view of building up the Trade Union as a dominant 
force. This spasm of industrial ‘insurrectionism’ was [only] abruptly 
stopped by the outbreak of the war.3

George Askwith, the Board of Trade’s Chief Industrial Commissioner and 
Liberal government’s leading adviser on industrial relations, warned that 
the older generation of conciliatory ‘official leaders could not maintain their 
authority. Often there was more difference between the men and their leaders 
than between the latter and the employers.’4 Yet while the unofficial and 
apparent impulsive dynamic of strike militancy took the majority of labour 
movement leaders by surprise, some national trade union officials (not only 
left-wing figures like Ben Tillett of the transport workers but also moderate 
figures like James Sexton of the dockers’ union) found themselves obliged to 
support strikes and articulate their members’ demands, rather than lose all 
influence over the latter’s actions. This official backing in turn then opened 
up possibilities for the rank-and-file to escalate militancy even further. 

An important factor in the development of this assertion of independent 
working-class power was the role assumed by young workers (both men and 
women) who were largely free from the defensive mentality associated with 
earlier forms of official trade unionism conditioned since the defeat of ‘New 
Unionism’, and who eagerly sought new forms of militant organisation that 
would allow a direct struggle against the employers and the state.5

 ‘Direct action’ became the gospel of the day – the notion that no one could 
help the workers unless they helped themselves, by taking into their own 
hands the task of organising against employers. Belligerent working-class 

3. Ibid.: 667, 665.
4. Askwith ([1920] 1974: 177).
5. Woodhouse (1995: 18).
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self-confidence, and the vigorous and emancipatory nature of much strike 
activity with its underlying demand for dignity, self-respect and control 
over working lives, was a feature of this ‘effervescence of youth’.6 The spirit 
of revolt was captured by the Irish Transport and General Workers’ Union 
strike leader, Jim Larkin, when he observed: ‘Labour has lost its old humility 
and its respectful finger touching its cap.’7 

The realisation that militant strike action could win major concessions 
from employers had a ‘demonstration effect’ that encouraged strikes as a 
key weapon across many industries and led, despite a dramatic reversal of 
fortune in some individual battles, to a spectacular growth in the total power 
of organised labour: 

… unions became the beneficiaries of a virtuous circle of effectiveness and 
membership. As the scale of strike activity increased, so did the win rate, 
and as the win rate increased, bargaining coverage rose, more workers per-
ceived unions to be effective and joined them, which in turn enabled more 
strikes to be called … and so on.8

Previously unorganised workers flocked into unions, with the general 
unions catering for less skilled workers growing much faster than the 
movement as a whole. In the process, trade union organisation in Britain 
was completely transformed, surpassing (in absolute if not relative terms) the 
‘New Unionism’ strike wave achievements of 1888–89, with a 62 per cent 
increase in union membership from 2.5 million in 1910 to 4.1 million by 
1914 and an accompanying increase in union density (the proportion of 
workers in the labour force who were union members) from 14.6 per cent to 
23.0 per cent. 

In fact, the strike wave saw the fulfilment of the promise of ‘New Unionism’ 
in terms of a sustained huge advance in membership. a promise largely unful-
filled owing to an employers’ counter-offensive in the early 1890s involving 
a series of major lockouts and defeats for cotton, engineering and other 
workers. Moreover, what sharply differentiated this strike wave and accompa-
nying union growth from its late nineteenth-century predecessor was both its 
generalised nature and its substantial basis in manufacturing factory-based 
industries that had only been marginally affected by the earlier upsurge, 
including an extension of union organisation among women workers by 54 
per cent, thereby creating a credible foundation for the spread of female trade 
unionism beyond its previous textile industry enclave. 

6. Kenefick (2012); Askwith ([1920] 1974: 353); Dangerfield ([1935] 1997: 313). 
7. Larkin (1968: 85).
8. Kelly (1988: 101).
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An important novel characteristic was the willingness of significant 
sections of workers to take sympathetic action for others in dispute, both 
within and between different industries, and then often taking the opportu-
nity to advance demands on their own employers, with strikers from separate 
but simultaneous disputes pledging not to go back to work until the demands 
of all had been satisfactorily settled. Such widespread solidarity broadened 
day-to-day struggles against individual employers into a struggle against 
employers in general and was accompanied by the widespread appeal of 
industrial unionism as the means to overcome the inherent fragmentation 
and sectionalism of existing trade unionism. This led to breakthroughs and 
innovations in union organisation straddling a multiplicity of occupational 
and industrial boundaries. 

Thus, in 1910 there was the establishment of the National Transport 
Workers’ Federation that brought together numerous unions organising 
in ports across the country, in 1913 the amalgamation of three existing 
organisations into the National Union of Railwaymen (a ‘triumph of indus-
trial unionism’),9 and in 1913–14 a formal attempt to link the action of 1.5 
million miners, transport workers and railway workers’ unions into a ‘Triple 
Alliance’ that raised the potential for coordinated strike action between its 
three powerful affiliates.

Liberal government ministers became increasingly alarmed at the threat 
posed by nationwide strikes perceived as being severely disruptive to the 
functioning of the economy, as well as a threat to social order. The waterside 
and transport strikes held up perishable goods and considerably disrupted 
food supplies, the miners’ strike threw up to a million other workers out of 
work, and the railway strike paralysed the movement of goods and passen-
gers. The Cabinet responded with a series of initiatives. While these included 
the spread of Conciliation and Arbitration Boards, the utilisation of the 
indefatigable Board of Trade’s industrial trouble-shooter George Askwith in 
rushing from one dispute to another to assist parties in negotiating settle-
ments, and various social and industrial legislative reforms (including the 
1911 National Insurance Act and 1912 Miners’ Minimum Wage Act), it also 
involved encouraging hard-line police action against mass picketing, and 
supporting or authorising the deployment of large detachments of troops in 
numerous industrial disputes. 

In July 1911 Home Secretary Winston Churchill acknowledged in a Cabinet 
memorandum that the government needed to use the police and military 
because the leaders of the unions were unable to control their members and 
there was the widespread adoption of the sympathetic strike:

9. Knowles (1952: 177).
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There is grave unrest in the country. Port after port is called out. The police 
and military are asked for at place after place. Fresh outbreaks continu-
ously occur and will go on. The railways are not sound. Transport workers 
everywhere are getting to know their strength … and those conversant of 
labour matters in practice anticipate grave upheaval … and now specially 
a new force has arisen in trade unionism, whereby the power of the old 
leaders has proved quite ineffective, and the sympathetic strike on a wide 
scale is prominent. Shipping, coal, railways, dockers, etc. etc. are all uniting 
and breaking out at once. The ‘general strike’ policy is a factor which must 
be dealt with.10

Throughout 1910–14 employers attempted to break strikes by encourag-
ing ‘blackleg’ labour (sic)11 which, combined with the unequivocally partisan 
intervention of police and troops, led to repeated outbursts of dramatic 
violent confrontation (including sometimes even street rioting) in numerous 
places across the country (including Liverpool, Tonypandy and Llanelli), and 
resulted in numerous casualties and on occasion fatalities. 

The aggressive challenge to the legitimacy of public order and state power 
mounted by strikers produced deep levels of social polarisation between 
local communities in which strikebound workplaces were located, on the 
one hand, and the employers and representatives of civil, police, military and 
government authorities, on the other. It spurred a culture of community sol-
idarity and self-defence that encompassed both the relatives and friends of 
those directly involved in strikes, as well as local trade unionists and other 
supporters, in the picketing and direct action. This collective willingness to 
flout, challenge and defy the established authorities encouraged a serious 
questioning of traditional patterns of respect for ‘law and order’ and con-
stitutional behaviour and allegiance.12 Once again there was an important 
difference with the earlier ‘New Unionism’ strike wave, with the widespread 
aggressive and often violent militancy during the ‘mass rebellion’ of the later 
explosion contrasting with the largely more peaceful action previously.13 

10. ‘Notes concerning the widespread industrial unrest’, CHAR 12/12/10-11; 
Churchill (1969: 1263–4). 
11. The term ‘blackleg’, although utilised colloquially without any direct racist 
overtones by strike participants, has been placed in inverted commas to highlight it is 
not the author’s term of choice. Both terms ‘scab’ and ‘blackleg’ are used interchange-
ably as they were by strike participants.
12. Holton (1973a: 218–19).
13. Hobsbawm (1968: 51); Holton (1976: 73–4). Even though the level of industrial 
militancy during the pre-First World War ‘Labour Revolt’ was overtaken in magnitude 
by the subsequent post-war period of 1919–21, there was not as high a level of violence. 
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There was also widespread questioning of the political system. While the 
journalist George Dangerfield went so far as to suggest ‘the workers … con-
trived to project a movement which took a revolutionary course and might 
have reached a revolutionary conclusion’,14 many historians such as Henry 
Pelling15 have insisted that the struggles were only really significant in terms 
of securing limited immediate improvements in wages and conditions and 
the right to union organisation, demonstrating only ‘trade union conscious-
ness’ with no significant section being politicised. Arguably, while the former 
viewpoint was an exaggerated portrayal of the potential rather than more 
sober reality, the interpretation of strike militancy as merely the pragmatic 
pursuit of demands on wages and conditions completely ignored the inherent 
radicalised sentiment and behaviour expressed amongst at least a sizeable 
layer of workers. 

In pursuing their immediate goals of increased wages, better working 
conditions and trade union organisation and recognition, workers were con-
fronted not only with intransigent employers and hesitant union leaders, but 
also hostile government officials and magistrates, and persistent attacks by 
police and troops. Many workers also became disaffected with parliamen-
tary politics caused by the functioning of the newly formed Labour Party 
in the House of Commons which acted as a mere adjunct of the post-1906 
Liberal Party government and frowned on militant industrial struggle. Con-
sequently, the established ‘rules of the game’ – piecemeal social reform by 
means of institutionalised collective bargaining, on the one hand, and par-
liamentary action, on the other – were widely questioned and put under 
considerable strain, reinforcing the appeal of combative industrial struggle as 
the weapon to advance labour movement interests.16 

Even the government’s own leading industrial relations adviser viewed the 
unrest as motivated by a ‘general spirit of revolt, not only against the employ-
ers of all kinds, but also against leaders and majorities, and Parliamentary 
or any kind of constitutional and orderly action’.17 It encouraged a process 
of radicalisation, a counter-politics which stood for the celebration of class 
solidarity, aggressive strike action and mass picketing that had the effect of 
shifting the balance of class forces in society towards the working class. This 
workers’ rebellion took place within the broader context of a battle for Irish 
independence from British imperialism and threat of civil war in Ireland 
arising from a Home Rule Bill, alongside an escalating militant civil disobe-

14. Dangerfield ([1935] 1997: 179).
15. Pelling (1968).
16. Kirk (1994: 108); Darlington (2013b: 45).
17. Askwith ([1920] 1974: 347).
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dience ‘Deeds not Words’ campaign mounted by the suffragettes to force the 
Liberal government to give women the vote, that fed the wider challenge to 
the political system in Edwardian Britain.

Within this process of political radicalisation, the role of a significant 
number of combative leaders and activists, including militant trade union-
ists, socialists, Marxists and syndicalists, was significant. Invariably strike 
action derived from factors directly related to economic grievances, work 
intensification, erosion of job control, and either lack of union recognition 
or the constraints of existing union organisation, as well as certain contin-
gent circumstances that gave workers the self-confidence to take collective 
action. But workers’ readiness to engage in militant strike action also often 
critically depended upon the encouragement they received from the minority 
of uncompromising propagandists and agitators within their own ranks. And 
the radical left’s anti-capitalist objectives proved to be of appeal to a large 
minority of workers (much wider than mere formal political party member-
ship figures would indicate) because they expressed workers’ rising level of 
organisation, confidence and class-consciousness during what was an excep-
tional period of industrial and political militancy. 

It follows that the prevalent term ‘Labour Unrest’ used by many contempo-
rary observers and historians alike is inadequate because it implies the strike 
wave was a relatively unproblematic and temporary challenge to a normally 
peaceful and stable society. By contrast, with its overall characteristic features 
of unofficial rank-and-file insurgency, solidarity action, defiance of trade 
union and Labour Party leaders, violent social confrontations, and challenge 
to the Edwardian economic and political system, the strike wave deserves to 
be termed a ‘Labour Revolt’.

However, the forward momentum of this working-class revolt, let alone 
any revolutionary outcome, was to be seriously undermined by numerous 
underlying limitations and weaknesses. Amongst these was some serious 
strike setbacks and even disastrous defeats, combined with the way in which 
national trade union officials were often ultimately able to reassert their 
authority and control over embryonic rank-and-file networks and organi-
sations with detrimental consequences. The Liberal government was able to 
accommodate the simultaneous three ‘rebellions’ (labour strikes, threat of 
civil war in Ireland and campaign for women’s suffrage) because they were 
essentially discrete struggles only bound together tangentially in a diffuse and 
uncoordinated fashion.18 The political, organisational, strategic and tactical 
shortcomings of the radical left, notably the separation made between indus-

18. Phelps Brown (1959); Pelling (1968); Read (1982); Powell (1996); Phillips (1971); 
Meacham (1972); Darlington (2020). 



labour revolt in britain 1910–14

8

trial and political struggles, also hampered developments. And of course, the 
strike wave was to suddenly shudder to a halt, stopped in its tracks by the 
onset of the First World War in August 1914. 

RESEARCH APPROACH

It is remarkable that unlike the 1926 general strike and 1984–85 miners’ 
strike, both of which led to workers’ defeats, only three full-length detailed 
books specifically focused on the 1910–14 strike wave, a period of overall 
workers’ victories, have been published. These are George Askwith’s Indus-
trial Problems and Disputes (1920), George Dangerfield’s The Strange Death 
of Liberal England 1910–1914 (1935) and Bob Holton’s British Syndicalism 
1900–1914 (1976). 

Nonetheless, there also exists a substantial volume of related literature, 
with many book-length broader labour movement and political histories of 
the Edwardian period in which the ‘Labour Unrest’ has often prominently 
featured,19 numerous briefer studies contained within journal articles and 
book chapters that touch on some aspects within wider social and political 
considerations, and more focused studies on particular individuals, groups of 
workers, unions or strikes.20 Special issues of the journals Historical Studies in 
Industrial Relations and Labour History Review in 2012 and 2014, respectively, 
provided additional contributions from a number of different commentators 
to celebrate the one hundredth anniversary of the period. 

Much of this existing body of literature has provided an invaluable resource 
which has extensively been drawn upon within my own study. But much 
previous work has been constrained by its fragmentary and partial nature, 
failing to adequately outline the full scale and range of militant union activity 
during the period, and in some cases ignoring, only briefly touching upon, or 
downplaying crucial features of the development and trajectory of the strike 
wave, such as the rank-and-file/union official dynamic and the relationship 
between the industrial militancy and its broader political context. Sometimes 
it has overstated the elemental ‘spontaneous’ nature of the revolt while 
insufficiently highlighting the role of organisation and leadership in the 
mobilisation of collective discontent. In addition, much of the ‘Labourist’-
politically informed analysis and interpretation of existing literature has 

19. For example, Halévy (1961); Clegg (1985); Cole (1946; 1948a); Cronin (1979); 
Powell (1996); Heffer (2017); Burgess (1980); Phelps Brown (1959; 1983); Wrigley 
(1979; 1985); Laybourn (1997a; 1997b); Hyman (1971; 1985); Price (1986); White 
(1982); Weinberger (1991).
20. For example, Bagwell (1963), Brown (1974; 1975), Howell (1999), Lovell (1969); 
Taplin (1986).
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tended to underestimate both the level of political radicalisation inside 
the working-class movement generally and the significance of radical left 
influence specifically. 

As such, the main objective of this book’s distinct revolutionary Marxist 
assessment of what was one of the most important periods in British trade 
union history has been to provide a multidimensional portrayal of the context, 
origins, causes, actors, processes, outcomes, meanings and significance of 
the Labour Revolt. Such an analytical vantage point means it is unequivo-
cally sympathetic to the class struggle aspirations of militant workers and 
the radical left. It involves recognition of the highly contradictory nature of 
trade unionism – which both expresses and contains working-class resistance 
to capitalism – and its reflection in the underlying antagonism of interests 
between full-time union officials (notwithstanding some political differences 
between left and right officials) and rank-and-file workers. It follows that the 
book’s emphasis is on the self-activity of the working class, on socialism from 
below, rather than the socialism from above of both trade union and Labour 
Party leaders, and on the role of the radical left and the relationship between 
industrial struggles and political ideas, organisation and leadership.

In re-examining the historical record, it deploys some new archival findings 
to reveal fresh factual insights, alongside previously utilised evidence to fore-
ground hitherto neglected aspects, into a comprehensive narrative account 
and analytical assessment. Sources of primary evidence have included Home 
Office and Cabinet papers; Board of Trade’s annual Report on Strikes and 
Lockouts; House of Commons’ debates; police reports; TUC and trade union 
conference reports; national and provincial newspapers; left-wing press and 
publications; and personal reflections by a range of participants. 

STRUCTURE

The book is structured into four parts. Part I (Chapters 1–2) outlines the 
general economic, political and social contexts and underlying causes of the 
Labour Revolt, and the influence of the left. Part II (Chapters 3–7) surveys 
the scope, variation and outcomes of strike activity, followed by a broadly 
chronological structured account of some important and/or characteris-
tic individual strike movements, including the 1913–14 Dublin lockout in 
Ireland.21 There follows in Part III (Chapters 8–12) a thematic and analyti-
cal assessment of some of the most distinctive features of the strike wave, and 

21. Although Ireland was part of the ‘United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland’ 
and therefore formally cannot be subsumed within ‘Britain’, for the purposes of 
shortened exposition the book refers differentially to Ireland and Britain.
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finally in Part IV (Chapter 13) the denouement, sequel and political legacy of 
the revolt with respect to the radical left, which still has relevance for today, 
is briefly explored. The endmatter include a list of biographical profiles of 
leading individuals and a series of tables with figures on strike activity and 
trade union and political party membership.

The bibliography is structured into archival sources; newspapers and peri-
odicals; conference reports; other contemporary material; autobiographies; 
biographies; theses and dissertations; and books: articles and other material.


